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Welcome: How to Approach This Training

This training is designed to meet you where you are.

You don’t need a background in trauma theory, psychology, or somatic healing to engage with this
material.

What you bring, your lived experience, your presence, your curiosity, and your care, is enough.

Throughout this training, we’ll explore trauma not as a pathology to fix, but as the body's natural response
to overwhelm. We’ll learn how healing is rooted in co-creating safety (physiological, relational, and
emotional) and how breathwork can be offered in ways that honor the whole person.

Take your time. Stay connected to your own body as you learn.

Some concepts may feel new, but you already have the most important ingredients for trauma-informed
practice: your willingness to listen, attune, and stay present.

Together, we’ll build the skills to offer breathwork in ways that invite resilience, restoration, and real trust in
the body’s wisdom.
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Arriving in the Body: A Gentle Start
Before we dive in, let’s take a moment to arrive: in your body, in this space, and in this moment.

e Orienting is the nervous system’s way of taking in the environment to assess safety and connection.
e It's a gentle, powerful way to settle and come into presence.

Try This Practice:

e | invite you to use your chin and neck and allow your eyes to go where they want to go, taking in your
space, slowly and with no directive on where to focus your attention.

Notice what happens in your body when you orient to your space.

Notice any emotions or sensations that arrive as you orient.

There’s nothing to fix or force; just take it in.

Allow yourself to be here. Maybe even notice your breath.

If your body could soften just 5% more, where would it begin?

Why this Matters: This is the beginning of trauma-informed breathwork. Starting with presence. Starting with
safety.
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Module 1: The Trauma Lens in Breathwork

What Every Breathwork Facilitator Should Know Before Guiding the Breath

Outcome: Participants will understand how trauma shapes the body and learn to approach breathwork with
attunement, safety, and nervous system awareness.

1. Why Trauma-Informed Breathwork Matters

Breathwork is powerful. It reaches far beyond the lungs into physiology, emotion, and memory. The body
remembers what the mind forgets. Trauma and dysregulation are not always visible and obvious.

Breathwork can surface what has been buried. Breathwork alone doesn’t release trauma. It must be met with
safety and attunement.

You’re not here to fix, analyze or diagnose.

You’re here to support the nervous system.

Your presence matters more than your technique.
This is the heart of trauma-informed breathwork:

e Working with the body’s wisdom
e Meeting protection with compassion
e Co-creating safety so healing can unfold

2. Breath Meets Biology: Why the Body Matters

Breath is a direct access point to the autonomic nervous system. Breath can downshift stress or intensify it. It
can soothe or activate depending on the internal state of the participant (which is not always apparent to the
facilitator).

This is why knowing what’s happening inside the body matters. Understanding these effects helps you facilitate
safely and effectively. True healing in breathwork touches more than the body. It also invites shifts in our
emotions, our relationships, and our sense of meaning

Three Essential Dimensions of Trauma-Informed Breathwork
True trauma-informed breathwork holds three core lenses at once:

Psychological: Honoring the emotional, cognitive, and meaning-making aspects of trauma. Recognizing that
trauma impacts how we think, feel, and make sense of our experiences.



Relational: Centering safety, trust, and connection through attuned presence. Healing happens through
co-regulation, not isolation.

Nervous System Regulation: Supporting physiological safety through pacing, breath practices, and body-based
awareness. Trauma lives in the body and healing must include the body.

Each lens is vital. Trauma-informed care is not just nervous system care.
It's a whole-person, whole-body, and whole-relationship approach. Throughout this training, you’ll learn how to
integrate all three because true healing doesn't happen in just one domain.

3. Understanding the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS)

Part of your nervous system that runs automatically in your brain stem and regulates your body’s survival
functions without conscious input.

The ANS controls:

Heart rate
Breathing
Digestion
Stress and safety responses

In this training, we’ll explore the ANS through the lens of Polyvagal Theory by Stephen Porges, a framework
that helps us understand how the body responds not just with fight or flight, but also with connection, shutdown,
or appeasement.

Understanding this system is key to trauma-informed breathwork.

4. Three States of Survival: How the Nervous System Adapts

Sympathetic (Fight or Flight): Mobilizes energy to deal with threat. You might feel anxious, agitated, restless, or
on edge.

Parasympathetic - Dorsal Vagal (Freeze or Collapse): Shuts the system down to conserve energy. You might
feel numb, disconnected, heavy, or hopeless.

Parasympathetic - Ventral Vagal (Safe and Social): Regulates and restores. You feel calm, connected,
grounded, and open to others.

These states are not good or bad; they are protective responses.
Goal: Recognize and support flexible movement between the states = regulation.



5. Fawn: The Hidden Survival Strategy

Fawn is a survival strategy where connection is used as protection. It may look like people-pleasing,
over-functioning, or self-abandonment.

Often a blend of activation (sympathetic) and shutdown (dorsal) with a “mask” of connection (ventral). Fawning
may be misread as “relaxed” or “connected” and is common in relational trauma.

Recognizing it helps us meet clients with more attunement and less judgment.

6. The Body is Wise: Protection, Not Pathology

Your body is wired first and foremost for survival and protection. The ANS constantly scans for safety or danger.
This is called neuroception (a Polyvagal Theory concept).

These protective responses are automatic, not conscious choices.
Designed to keep us alive.

The body doesn’t care about story or meaning, only survival.

Fight, flight, freeze, or fawn responses are adaptations, not malfunctions.

Why this matters: Understanding responses as protective, not pathological, helps you meet clients with
empathy, not judgment.

7. The Brain on Threat: Why We “Flip Our Lid”

Amygdala (The Alarm): Instantly scans for danger. Sounds the alarm before you even think.

Hippocampus (The Storyteller): Tries to make sense of what’s happening by comparing to past experiences.
Prefrontal Cortex (The Planner): Handles logic and decision-making but gets overridden under stress.

Dan Siegel’s Hand Model of the Brain

Dr. Dan Siegel’s Hand Model of the Brain is a simple, powerful way to explain how the brain responds to stress
and how breathwork supports regulation. By using your hand as a visual metaphor, you can demonstrate what
happens when we “flip our lid” and lose access to our thinking brain.

Wrist and palm = brainstem (survival, fight/flight/freeze)

Thumb tucked across the palm = limbic system (emotion + memory)

Fingers folded over thumb = prefrontal cortex (logic, impulse control)

"Flipping your lid" = fingers lift, prefrontal cortex goes offline during overwhelm
Breathwork helps bring the cortex back online and reconnect thinking with feeling
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[This model gives participants a relatable tool to understand dysregulation and why practices like breathwork
are so effective for calming the nervous system and regaining clarity.]

Link for video of Dan Siegel demonstrating the hand model:

https://youtu.be/f-m2YcdMdFw?si=mI9QzOOpISWOOKTj

Key Point: In stress, survival takes the wheel and the thinking brain takes a back seat. When people begin deep
breathing, they’re shifting how these systems interact.

8. Not All Stress is Trauma

Activation (stress) is normal and protective. Stress mobilizes energy to respond to challenges and (ideally)
returns to balance after.

Trauma occurs when overwhelming experiences happen without enough safety, connection, or support.
Activation # Dysregulation:

In activation, we still access our full range of nervous system responses. Dysregulation occurs when the system
gets stuck and cannot return to balance.

Why this matters: Breathwork can shift nervous system states. Your job is to support clients in maintaining
activation levels they can regulate and integrate.


https://youtu.be/f-m2YcdMdFw?si=mI9QzOOplSWOOk7j

9. Your Role as a Nervous System Ally
The nervous system is constantly scanning for safety. Breathwork touches survival responses.

Your role is to stay attuned to pace, adjust, and regulate with care. Your energy, tone, and timing can soothe or
overwhelm. You are not just guiding breath; you are guiding state shifts. When clients feel co-regulated, their
system opens to healing.

10. What is Trauma-Informed Breathwork?

Honors the body’s protective intelligence. It does not override it. Prioritizes safety, choice, and nervous system
awareness at every stage. Not about forcing release or chasing catharsis. Facilitators help participants stay
present, regulated, and connected to their signals.

Regulation is relational

Healing happens through co-created safety and attuned presence.

11. Core Tenets of a Trauma-Informed Approach

TENET BREATHWORK TRANSLATION
Safety Establish a secure space and pace. No surprises. Clear expectations.
Trustworthiness & Communicate clearly. Stay consistent and grounded.
Transparency
Choice Always offer options: breathing style, depth, stopping. Let participants decide.
Collaboration Co-create. Guide without force. Tune in. Ask. Adapt.
Empowerment Reflect strengths. Offer education. Encourage self-trust.

Cultural Humility Honor unique stories and identities. Avoid assumptions.



Summary of Module 1: What You Now Know

Breathwork activates emotional and physiological responses.

The ANS manages survival states (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) and each is protective.
Breath directly interacts with the ANS; affecting stress, safety, and memory.

Trauma is what happens in the body without safety and support, not the event itself.
Facilitators are nervous system allies; your presence and pacing create safety.
Trauma-informed breathwork supports choice and safety, not catharsis.

This is the foundation of trauma-informed practice:
Grounded presence, body-based awareness, and relational safety.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 2...

What We’ll Explore Together:

A deeper dive into trauma, not just the event, but what happens when safety is missing
How trauma shows up in breathwork sessions and recognizing it in real time

Tools to create safety, support regulation, and work with the body’s protective responses
Practices to track and support your own nervous system as a facilitator



MODULE 2
Understanding Trauma
+ Nervous System Patterns



Module 2: Understanding Trauma + Nervous System Patterns

Outcome: Grounded understanding of trauma, dysregulation, and their relevance in breathwork.

What is Trauma?

Trauma is not just what happens to us. It's how our body, brain, and nervous system respond when we lack the
support, safety, or capacity to process overwhelming experiences.

From a somatic perspective, trauma reflects a dysregulation of the nervous system that persists beyond the
event, often showing up as chronic tension, disconnection, or reactivity.

Peter Levine defines trauma as: “Trauma is not what happens to us, but what we hold inside in the absence of an
empathic witness.” This highlights the impact of being overwhelmed and unsupported.

Trauma can arise from single incidents, ongoing stress, developmental disruptions, or systemic oppression. It
can be the result of something that happened or something we needed and didn’t receive.

It's subjective and relational. Two people may live through the same event, but only one may carry trauma
depending on their history, resources, and sense of safety.

Trauma doesn’t always look like a crisis. It can also look like control, numbness, or hyper-independence. The
body adapts to protect, even when the danger has passed.

Facilitator Note on Cultural and Systemic Contexts

Trauma doesn’t exist in a vacuum. How it’s experienced and expressed can vary greatly across cultural
backgrounds, social identities, and lived experiences. Medical trauma, race-based stress, chronic invalidation,
and systemic oppression (like ableism or homophobia) may shape how someone shows up in a breathwork
session. Stay attuned without assuming. What looks like resistance, over-compliance, or dissociation might
actually be a survival adaptation rooted in broader systemic harm.

Categories of Trauma:
Trauma can take many forms, not just extreme or obvious events.

Acute Trauma — sudden events like car accidents or assaults.

Chronic Trauma — repeated exposure to stress or adversity.

Developmental Trauma — disruptions in early attachment, neglect, or abuse.
Systemic Trauma — racism, poverty, oppression, or marginalization.

How Trauma Impacts the Body, Brain, and Nervous System

Trauma shifts the nervous system toward survival mode, keeping the body on high alert.
When the threat response is activated and not resolved, it lingers in the body.

The brainstem and limbic system take over, sending the body into fight, flight, freeze, or fawn.

The amygdala (our internal alarm system) becomes overactive.



The prefrontal cortex, responsible for thinking and reasoning, can go offline. (reminder of hand model of brain
from module 1)

The body stores trauma in muscles, posture, and breath patterns—but also in:

chronic tension
digestive issues
immune dysregulation
sleep disturbances
voice constriction
facial expression

overall body movement.

Over time, the body adapts by bracing, numbing, or disconnecting from sensation and these patterns can persist
long after the danger has passed.

Analogy: Imagine trying to sleep, work, or connect with others while a smoke alarm blares 24/7. That’s what
trauma can feel like in the body.

Key Point: The body stores trauma but it also stores resilience, connection, and the capacity for healing.

Breathing Patterns and Trauma

At the beginning of every breathwork session, we introduce or review the mechanics of diaphragmatic
breathing; inviting participants to direct the breath down into the belly rather than the chest. This type of
breathing supports parasympathetic activation and offers a physiological anchor for safety, presence, and
grounding.

For some participants, this may not feel accessible or safe.

Trauma can lock the body into dysregulated breathing patterns: shallow chest breathing, breath-holding, or
tightness around the diaphragm.

These adaptations are protective. They reflect a nervous system that has learned to brace, control, or constrict
as a way of managing overwhelm.

Even with conscious effort, the body may resist or struggle to drop into a “full” belly breath.

Important: Difficulty with diaphragmatic breathing is not a failure. It's a sign of a body doing exactly what it was
trained to do, which is to survive.

Approach breath mechanics with curiosity and compassion, not correction.
Instead of forcing a certain pattern, we offer it as an invitation and remain attuned to how each body responds.

Some participants may need to start with shorter, gentler breathing practices outside of session, using postural
support, breath awareness exercises, or somatic cueing to slowly re-pattern the breath.

Remember: The goal isn’t perfect breathing. It’s nervous system safety.



Breath Efficiency, Sympathetic Dominance, and Readiness for Breathwork
Not all breath patterns reflect safety, even if someone appears calm on the surface.

Many people who live with unresolved trauma or chronic stress carry subtle signs of sympathetic dominance: a
state where the nervous system is habitually in “fight or flight.”

This can show up as:

e Shallow, upper-chest breathing
e Difficulty slowing down or fully exhaling
e Restlessness, jaw tension, or a sense of “urgency” even in stillness

We might think of this as a system that’s always bracing; a body waiting for the next threat, even when none is
present.

IMPORTANT: When a breathwork session introduces more intensity into an already-activated system, it can
sometimes overwhelm rather than regulate.

a) Understanding Sympathetic Dominance
Sympathetic dominance refers to a nervous system that is stuck in a heightened state of activation.

The body may appear high-functioning, but underneath there’s often elevated heart rate, tight muscles, shallow
breath, and a sense of being “on edge.”

This is common among trauma survivors and people living in environments where vigilance is necessary for
survival.

For these individuals, breathwork that is too fast, deep, or prolonged, especially early in their journey, can lead
to:

Hyperventilation or dizziness

Emotional flooding or panic

Difficulty grounding afterward

Shame or fear if they “couldn’t handle it”

That doesn’t mean they can’t participate in breathwork. It means we need to attune to their readiness, offer
gentle pacing, and sometimes start with foundational breathing mechanics to build tolerance safely over time.

b) CO. Tolerance and the Control Pause (CP) Score

One way to assess someone’s capacity for intensity is by using a tool from Buteyko breathing principles called
the Control Pause (CP) score.

It offers a simple, non-clinical window into a participant’s CO, tolerance, which often correlates with how resilient
their system is to breathwork stress.

Here’s how it works: After a natural exhale (not forced), the participant holds their breath and times how many
seconds pass before they feel the first strong urge to inhale. This urge might feel like an air hunger, throat



contraction, or tightening of the diaphragm, not how long they can hold their breath, but when the body signals
it's time to breathe again.

CP Score Guidelines for Facilitators

CP Score Breathing Efficiency ERBE Participation Recommendation

> 30 sec High CO, tolerance Full participation likely safe

20-30 sec Moderate Efficiency Full participation with attunement and monitoring

10-20 sec Low Efficiency Modify session: slow breath pacing, shorter duration, emphasize
grounding

>10 sec Very Low CO, tolerance Not appropriate for intense breathwork. Begin with gentle nasal

breathing and Earth/Ether breath practices or foundational breathing
mechanics exercises (Box breath)

This is not a diagnostic tool. It’s one more lens to help facilitators track nervous system readiness and avoid
overwhelm. It can be especially helpful with participants who are anxious, have a trauma history, or are new to
breathwork.

Why This Matters:

When we push past someone’s physiological limits especially unknowingly, we risk reinforcing survival
responses instead of unwinding them. A participant might leave feeling disoriented or like they “did it wrong,”
when in reality, the session simply bypassed their system’s current capacity.

This is why we start with attunement, not intensity.
It's why Earth breath is always enough, and why slowness is not a sign of resistance but often a sign of wisdom.

Trauma vs. Stress and Overwhelm
Not all stress is trauma, and not all overwhelm is harmful.

Stress becomes traumatic when it overwhelms the nervous system’s ability to return to regulation, especially in
the absence of safety, connection, or support. (reminder of difference between activation and dysregulation)



Trauma vs. Stress: Why the Distinction Matters in Breathwork

Dimension

Definition

Resolution

Nervous System
State

Examples in
Breathwork

Facilitator Role

Key Distinction

Stress / Overwhelm

Temporary nervous system
activation in response to
challenge or demand

Typically resolves when the
stressor ends or through coping
strategies

Activation with capacity to return
to baseline

Elevated heart rate, emotion,
discomfort, catharsis

Support grounding, normalize
responses, allow emotional flow

Activation that can be integrated

Trauma

A lasting imprint when the experience exceeds the
system’s ability to return to safety

Persists beyond the event, especially in the absence of
safety or support

Dysregulation—stuck in survival modes (fight, flight,
freeze, fawn)

Flashbacks, dissociation, panic, loss of control, somatic
shutdown

Slow down, co-regulate, emphasize choice, and avoid
pushing intensity

Dysregulation that requires containment, pacing, and
attuned support

Breathwork can bring this to the surface, not through memory, but through physical and emotional responses
like shaking, tears, numbness, or tension. These are normal and valid. (*all experiences we normalize during the

breathwork experience)

Key Point: This table serves as a reminder that facilitators are not here to interpret or diagnose trauma—but
you do need to recognize how it might present in the room.

Facilitator Note: Interpreting Behavior with Care



DO DON'T

Stay curious about what might be underneath the Assume every behavior is trauma-related

behavior

Consider cultural, neurodivergent, and relational Use trauma language as a shortcut for interpretation
context

Track the body, tone, breath, and energy together Focus only on words or emotional intensity

Ask yourself: “What might safety look like for this Judge emotional suppression or control as avoidance
person?”

Just because a participant doesn’t cry or share openly doesn’t mean they’re disengaged. Just because
someone smiles or intellectualizes doesn’t mean they’re avoiding. Always look for patterns, not just
moments.

How Breathwork Supports Trauma Healing

Breathwork can be a powerful tool for trauma recovery, but only when it’s offered in a way that honors the
body’s story, pace, and readiness.

Trauma lives in the body. It disrupts the nervous system, distorts perception of safety, and interrupts the natural
rhythm of breath. Many trauma survivors unconsciously hold their breath, breathe shallowly, or disconnect from
their bodies entirely. Breathwork offers an invitation to return: to self, to rhythm, to life.

When facilitated with care, breathwork supports trauma healing by:

Regulating the Autonomic Nervous System Conscious breathing can help shift the nervous system out of
survival responses (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) and into more regulated, connected states, especially when paired
with attuned support and somatic pacing.

Increasing Vagal Tone and Interoceptive Awareness
Breathwork builds internal awareness, reconnecting individuals to the cues of their own bodies, a critical
foundation for emotional regulation, choice, and safety.

Releasing Somatic Tension Breathwork can gently surface stuck survival energy and help it complete, through
sensation, sound, movement, or stillness, without forcing cognitive reprocessing of traumatic memories.



Expanding Capacity Healing isn’t about pushing through or tolerating more discomfort. It's about building the
ability to stay present, aware, and connected in the face of emotional experiences. Breathwork, when properly
supported, helps the nervous system expand its capacity to feel without flooding, pendulate between activation
and safety, and stay within a manageable, regulated range.

Restoring a Sense of Agency Breath is one of the few autonomic processes that we can consciously influence.
Reclaiming the breath restores a felt sense of agency, choice, and empowerment; all of which trauma often
strips away.

Supporting Integration The arc of a breathwork journey, especially when followed by intentional integration,
can help individuals metabolize emotion, restore coherence, and create new somatic narratives.

Facilitator Note:

As facilitators, we are not asking participants to “push through” discomfort. We are supporting their
ability to be with what arises, within the capacity that their nervous system can safely hold. Healing is not
about tolerating more. It's about creating more room to breathe.

How Breathwork Helps Release Unprocessed Trauma: Completing the Cycle

Trauma is an incomplete survival response.

When something overwhelming happens, especially in childhood or in the absence of support, your body moves
into survival mode: fight, flight, freeze, or fawn.

If there is no space to move through (or “complete”) that stress response (to run, cry, shake, speak, or scream),
the energy of that experience gets stuck in the body.

The body hits pause on the process, storing that energy/activation for later, but “later” often never comes.
This isn’t just emotional. It’s physiological.

That stored energy lives on in breath, posture, and the nervous system.

Breathwork creates a portal back into the body.

Most of us try to heal from the neck up; through understanding, analyzing, or talking.

Trauma doesn’t live in the mind. It lives in the body.

Trauma is held in muscles, fascia, breath patterns, and nervous system loops.

In upregulated breathwork styles like the Elemental Rhythm Breakthrough Journey, rhythmic breathing, music,
and guided somatic prompts are used to help shift your physiology into a more heightened, expanded state.



This bypasses the analytical mind just enough to access stored emotion, implicit memory, and the body’s deeper
intelligence.

When this happens, trapped survival energy is allowed to surface causing tears, movement, vocal release,
laughter, vivid insights, sensations.

The breath creates space for what’s been waiting to move.
The breath reconnects us with what had to go offline.

Trauma often disconnects us from sensation, from emotion, from the parts of ourselves we had to leave behind
to survive.

Breathwork helps restore access to those parts.

As the nervous system begins to upregulate in a contained, intentional way, the inner system begins to say:“It’s
finally safe to feel this.”

When this happens, the energy that’s been stuck starts to mobilize and move.
This is what it means to complete the cycle.
Completion looks different for everyone:

Shaking (like animals naturally do after stress)

Crying or yelling (the sound that never got to be voiced)
Movement or stillness (what your body needed then, offered now)
A deep spontaneous sigh or breath return

A felt sense of relief or clarity

This is not about re-living trauma. It is about the body finally having the opportunity to complete something that
was interrupted.

It is not about pushing through. It is about staying with what is present, just long enough for it to shift.

This is not about catharsis or intensity. It is about the physiology of the nervous system finding resolution in a
safe, supported container.

Sometimes, what emerges is the completion of a survival response that has been held in the body for a long
time.

Sometimes we physically process an experience without knowing the event or memory it derived from and that's
totally fine as well.

From a scientific lens:

Breathwork activates the autonomic nervous system, shifting us into a different physiological state where access
to sensation, memory, and emotional content is increased.



It also boosts interoceptive awareness, which is our ability to feel what's happening inside the body (critical for
safe processing.)

In some cases, breathwork can open altered states of consciousness (similar to what happens in psychedelic
work), where healing can happen from a deeper level than logic alone.

Bottom line:

e Breathwork doesn’t make trauma go away.
e |t helps access emotions that were never fully felt.
e |t creates space for the body to complete what was left unfinished.

Summary of Module 2: Understanding Trauma + Nervous System Patterns
In this module, you explored:

A body-based and relational definition of trauma

The various types of trauma, including acute, chronic, developmental, and systemic

How trauma impacts the nervous system, brain, and body over time

The difference between stress, overwhelm, and trauma and why that distinction matters

Cultural and systemic influences on how trauma is experienced and expressed

The importance of noticing patterns of protection and adaptation rather than pathologizing behaviors
How trauma may live in the body as tension, disconnection, or vigilance, even long after the event

How breathwork, when offered safely, can help regulate the nervous system, increase vagal tone,
release stored tension, expand capacity for presence, restore agency, release unprocessed trauma and
complete self protective responses and support integration.

This module lays the groundwork for trauma-informed facilitation by deepening your understanding of the
nervous system and its role in both suffering and healing. As you move forward, you'll build on this foundation by
learning to recognize these patterns in others and hold space with greater attunement.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 3...
What We’ll Explore Together:

How trauma expresses itself in breathwork spaces, both overtly and subtly
Common participant responses that may signal protective patterns

Why normalization isn't enough and how to stay attuned to nervous system cues
How to meet participants’ expressions with curiosity, not assumption

Facilitator Integration Practice
Pause and consider:

How do you distinguish between activation and dysregulation in your own body?

What helps you stay attuned to nervous system cues without assuming or over-interpreting?
What helps you feel grounded in yourself when emotions become intense?

When do you tend to over-function in response to others’ emotions?



e How does your nervous system respond when someone else becomes dysregulated in your presence?

These questions are designed to help you explore your personal relationship with safety, stress, and
nervous system literacy. The more you understand your internal cues, the more clearly you'll be able to
support others.

Practice Bridge:

Personal Mapping: Noticing Your Nervous System

Objective:
Build self-awareness by tracking how your body signals safety, activation, or overwhelm in everyday moments.

Step 1: Settle and Reflect

Take a moment to pause. You can do this seated or lying down, with eyes closed or gently focused. Bring
attention to your breath and body.
Ask yourself:

e What does it feel like when | am calm and grounded?
e What sensations do | notice when | am stressed or activated?
e What happens in my body when | feel shut down or numb?

Step 2: Body Map Exercise
Draw a simple outline of a body. Then, mark or note:

e Green (Safe/Connected) — Where in your body do you feel openness, flow, or ease?
e Yellow (Activated/Anxious) — Where do you feel tension, racing, or tightness?
e Red (Overwhelmed/Shut Down) — Where do you feel numb, heavy, or frozen?

Label any sensations, emotions, or thoughts that show up with each state.
Step 3: Reflection Prompts

What surprised you about where your body holds stress or safety?

Which state feels most familiar or dominant for you lately?

What external situations or internal cues tend to shift you from one state to another?
What helps bring you back to a sense of groundedness?

Optional Daily Practice
Spend 2-3 minutes at the end of your day noting:

e Which nervous system state you spent the most time in
e What contributed to that state
e One thing that helped you shift or regulate
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Module 3: Recognizing Trauma in Breathwork Spaces

Outcome: Learn how to identify signs of trauma and dysregulation in your participants with nuance and care.

1. Trauma Shows Up as Survival Responses

Trauma doesn’t always look like chaos. It can also look like control.

It's not about labeling control as bad, but about staying curious when control masks a deeper need for safety

Below are examples of both overt and masked presentations of trauma you may see during breathwork
sessions. *Note: these may signal trauma, but may also reflect personality, culture or context

Overt Presentations of Trauma

Crying or sobbing that escalates quickly

Shaking or trembling during or after intense breath patterns
Constriction/tightness in the body

Difficulty surrendering to the experience

Hyperventilation or gasping for air

Inability to take a deep breath or resistance to stay with the breath

Sudden yelling or vocal expressions of anger or grief

Panic attacks or asking to stop abruptly

Flashbacks or describing feeling “transported” to another place or memory
Fleeing the space or refusing to lie down/participate

Masked (Less Overt) Presentations of Trauma

Over-compliance or “performing well” may be a fawn response: appearing agreeable or engaged while
avoiding vulnerability.

Excessive smiling or laughter during vulnerable moments (a defense against deeper emotion)

Rigid control of posture, breath, or expression (e.g., clenched jaw, holding breath in)

Disconnection from body: eyes closed tightly, stiff body, dissociation (“I didn’t feel anything”)
Over-talking or intellectualizing right after the session (may be a way to avoid embodied sensation)
Quick to give praise to the practice or others, yet unclear about their own internal experience Says
they’re fine but body cues show distress (e.g., shallow breath, muscle tension, pale or flushed skin)
These aren’t signs of failure. They’re signs of a nervous system doing exactly what it was wired to do:
protect.



Facilitator Note:

Just because someone looks calm doesn’t mean they feel safe and expressive participants aren’t
always dysregulated. Behaviors like silence, over-talking, or emotional control might reflect trauma, but
they can also reflect personality, culture, or neurodiversity. Track the whole person: body, breath, tone,

and presence. Then lead with curiosity, not assumptions.

2. When “Normal” Breathwork Responses Activate Trauma

Many physical sensations common in breathwork are also common in trauma and for some, they may feel
less like release and more like re-experiencing.

Key Point: Many common breathwork sensations mirror symptoms of trauma or anxiety and while they may be
expected, they aren’t always experienced as safe.

In every breathwork session, we offer a clear introduction about what participants might feel: heat, cold, tingling,
shaking, emotions, visuals, and more. We name these as normal, and that’s important.

But here’s what we must also remember:
Just because something is common doesn’t mean it’s safe for every nervous system.

And not all discomfort = danger; our job is to stay curious about how each body shows up in our breathwork
space

These same sensations, when felt by someone with a trauma history, can be confusing, scary, or even
retraumatizing. They may resemble what their body felt like during a traumatic event, a panic attack, or a medical
crisis.

As facilitators, your role is to normalize these experiences without dismissing their impact. You’re not there to
prevent them, but to:

Name them upfront with attunement
Normalize but don’t dismiss
Offer regulation anchors throughout (we will discuss this in a later module)

Empower the participant to slow down, pause, or ask for support

Below is a side-by-side look at how common breathwork sensations might be experienced through a trauma
lens:



Breathwork Sensation = Normal Experience Possible Trauma-Linked Interpretation

Temperature Shifts | feel warm or energized. Feels like fever, dissociation, or panic.
Auditory Changes Sounds feel distant or dreamy. Feels like being underwater or about to pass out.
Visualizations Seeing colors, images, or light. Feels disorienting or “too much.”
Tingling or Numbness Energy moving through the Feels like losing control of the body.
body.
Buzzing / Shaking Releasing stuck energy. Feels like anxiety or a panic attack is starting.
Floating / Heaviness Feeling weightless or grounded. = Feels paralyzed or stuck in freeze.
Emotions Catharsis or emotional release. Feels overwhelming or emotionally unsafe.
Anxiety or Panic Temporary, manageable Feels like reliving a panic attack or trauma.
discomfort.
Tetany Normal sign of breath intensity. Feels scary—loss of control over body sensations.

Facilitator Note:

Your role is not to prevent these sensations, but to name them, normalize them, and help participants move
through them with choice and agency. By offering clear guidance, grounded presence, and thoughtful pacing,
you support a sense of safety and trust. Normalize what’s happening, provide simple grounding tools, and
remind participants that they are always in control of their breath and their experience. (we will offer grounding
tools in a later module)

Optional language during Opening Talk:

“These sensations are expected during breathwork, but everyone experiences them differently. These
sensations may feel freeing for some, but for others, they can mimic past trauma or medical crises. Either
response is okay. You are in control here. You can pause, slow your breath, or stop at any time. Your body gets
to set the pace.”

OR

‘Just so you know, these responses (like tingling, shaking, tears, or sudden emotion) aren’t wrong or bad.
They’re actually pretty normal when your body starts releasing old tension or stress.

Our job as facilitators isn’t to stop these experiences from happening. We’re here to help you feel supported if
they do. That’s why we name them ahead of time, so if something comes up, it doesn’t feel confusing or scary.



Sometimes shifts in physical sensations, emotions, or energy can catch you off guard. That’s okay. We’ll be
offering grounding tools throughout the session to help you stay connected to your body and breath, if and
when you need them.

And just a reminder: you always have permission to slow down, pause, or ask for support. There’s no right way
to do this. You’re in charge of your own experience, and we’ve got your back. You don’t have to push through
anything. Go at your pace. This is your space.”

3. Why This Matters in Breathwork

Breathwork activates the nervous system: it can be powerful, healing, and intense.
Breathwork also has the potential to stir unresolved trauma if not held carefully.

o Breath bypasses cognition and directly activates body memory, making it a powerful bridge to both

trauma and healing.

o Trauma-informed breathwork is not about forcing a release. It’s about staying connected to the
body and pacing (titrating) the experience so it can be processed, not re-lived.

Facilitators must learn to notice signs of dysregulation and respond with attunement, not intensity.

o Staying attuned to someone else starts with staying attuned to yourself. That’s not always easy,
especially in the intensity of a session. In a future module, we’ll explore how to recognize your own

signs of dysregulation and regulate in the moment, without losing connection or control.

Summary of Module 3: Recognizing Trauma in Breathwork Spaces

In this module, you explored:

How trauma may present in both overt and subtle ways during breathwork sessions

The difference between participant activation and nervous system dysregulation

Common survival responses (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) and how they can appear in breathwork
Why familiar sensations in breathwork (e.g., shaking, visualizations, emotional intensity) may feel
overwhelming for trauma survivors

How to stay grounded, attuned, and nonjudgmental when witnessing participant responses
Practical ways to “read the room” using body, breath, tone, and presence

The importance of cultural, neurodivergent, and personality-based factors in interpreting behavior

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 4...

What We’ll Explore Together:

How trauma expresses itself in breathwork spaces, both overtly and subtly
Common participant responses that may signal protective patterns

Why normalization isn't enough and how to stay attuned to nervous system cues
How to meet participants’ expressions with curiosity, not assumption



Facilitator Integration Practice:
Pause and consider:

Can you recall a time when someone became dysregulated in a healing space?

What did you notice in their behavior or body language?

What cues helped you recognize it as dysregulation rather than a typical breathwork response?

Have you ever mistaken a trauma response for a typical breathwork release or vice versa?

When someone shows signs of distress, do you tend to lean toward “doing more” or “slowing down”?
How will you hold space for safety, choice, and trust in your sessions?

How can you use your voice and presence to guide the individuals as well as the whole class? e.g. “If
your feeling safe you can lean into the breath, if your meeting your edge trust yourself to maintain or
slow down. Remember you have full choice and autonomy in this experience. Im here to support you.”

These questions invite you to apply what you’ve learned by examining how trauma responses may
look in your breathwork space and how your presence, pace, and perception shape the safety of
that space.

Practice Bridge:

1. Observation
Use this exercise after reading Module 2 or before your next facilitation experience.
Practice Prompt: Observe a breathwork session (live or recorded) and track:

e Observable signs of regulation and dysregulation
e Changes in body posture, breath rhythm, tone, or emotional expression
e How the facilitator responded

Reflection Questions:

e What patterns did you notice?
e When did participants appear most resourced? When did they seem activated?
e How did the facilitator create (or miss) opportunities for co-regulation?

2. Signs, Signals, and Support Worksheet

Reflect on what you observed in your own sessions or training experiences. Use this worksheet to track
participant behaviors and consider how you might respond.

A. Behaviors Observed
What overt signs of dysregulation did you notice?

What subtle or masked responses might have been present?



Were there moments you felt unsure about what you were seeing? You can use an open ended prompt that
allows them to inquire if you are unsure:

“If your feeling safe you can lean into the breath, if your meeting your edge trust yourself to maintain or slow
down. Remember you have full choice and autonomy in this experience. Im here to support you.”

B. Your Response

e How did you respond in the moment?
e Did you feel grounded or activated? What did you notice in your own system?
e Was there an opportunity for regulation (yours or theirs) that you missed or took?

C. Reflect & Plan

e What might you do differently next time?
e What tools or language could support a safer space for that participant?
e What support do you need as a facilitator to feel steady in these moments?
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Module 4: Navigating Breathwork Through a Capacity-Building Lens

Outcome: Participants will learn how to track nervous system shifts, support regulation in real time, and facilitate
breathwork sessions that build capacity, safety, and resilience.

1. The Autonomic Nervous System (Refresher + Expansion)

Quick Review: The autonomic nervous system (ANS) manages our responses to safety and threat through three
core pathways:

e \entral Vagal: Regulated, social, connected
e Sympathetic: Mobilized, fight or flight
e Dorsal Vagal: Shut down, freeze, collapse

Polyvagal Ladder: Use a simple ladder metaphor to visualize nervous system states:

e Top: Ventral (Connection, curiosity, engagement)
e Middle: Sympathetic (Activation, survival, urgency)
e Bottom: Dorsal (Collapse, disconnection, immobility)
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Fawn isn’t often shown on these maps. It fits between ventral and sympathetic just above the "Social
Engagement" zone, blending into the Sympathetic zone (anxious appeasement). Fawn can also show up along
the descending curve from Sympathetic to Dorsal Vagal, especially if the appeasement feels more like a
last-resort submission.

Neuroception: The body’s unconscious surveillance system, constantly scanning for cues of safety or danger.
This happens automatically, even during breathwork.



Key Point: The nervous system is always adjusting based on cues of safety or danger. As facilitators, our role is
to attune to these shifts and respond with care. Overriding happens when we push past what the body can
safely handle, often by introducing too much intensity or moving too quickly for someone’s current capacity,
even with the best of intentions.

Facilitator Note: Being trauma-informed means we’re not just observing, we’re actively tracking what’s
happening moment-to-moment and adjusting the environment to support safety, connection, and presence in
the breathwork experience.

2. Real-Time Tracking of Survival Responses

As you facilitate, the nervous system is expressing itself constantly through breath, posture, voice, and presence.
The goal here is not to analyze or interpret every movement or expression, but to notice: what is this person’s
body communicating right now?

Gentle Reminder: Not every behavior is a sign of dysregulation. People shift, fidget, or stay still for many
reasons, such as comfort, fatigue, habit, or personal rhythm. Your role is not to figure it all out. It is to stay
attuned and responsive, so that if someone begins to move toward overwhelm, you can meet them with
steadiness and care.

Remember as you are facilitating for a group your voice is your main connection to them. As you see things that
might be an indication how can you remind them of their options, and that they are in a safe space.

Fight

May appear as tension in the jaw or fists, clipped tone, rigid posture, sharp eye contact, or verbal
defensiveness.

Breakthrough-style example:

During a third or fourth breath cycle in a fast-paced song, a participant begins to breathe harder than cued,
clenches their fists, or stiffens their spine.

They may speak in a clipped tone or say the music is “too much,” indicating rising frustration or a need to regain
control.

Flow-style example:

Even in slower sessions, a participant might resist the stiliness itself; sitting up abruptly, sighing, or expressing
irritability about the pace.

The need to “get on with it” may signal activation beneath the surface calm.

Flight

Characterized by fidgeting, darting eyes, shifting posture, rapid breath, or an urge to exit. These cues suggest
rising anxiety or a need for escape.

Breakthrough-style example:

As breath intensity increases (e.g., during air or fire breath), a participant may shift positions, glance toward the
door, or ask how much longer the session will last.

Their breath may quicken beyond what is cued.



Flow-style example:

A participant lies down but continues to move frequently, crossing and uncrossing legs, adjusting clothing, or
looking around the room.

Despite the calm pace, their system is signaling discomfort or urgency.

Remember this doesn't always mean it is a trauma response some people are just fidgety but just be aware that
it may be a cue and to pay attention. You can remind them if they need help or support to raise their hand and
you can go check in on them.

Freeze
Shows up as stillness, blank gaze, slowed or absent response, or disconnection from surroundings.

Breakthrough-style example:
After a peak breath song, a participant lies completely still with unfocused eyes and minimal response.
When gently checked in with, they reply flatly or say “I’'m fine” without making eye contact.

Flow-style example:

Early in the session, a participant sinks into the mat and remains motionless, with a flat facial expression and
barely perceptible breath.

While it may appear calm, this immobility could be masking shutdown.

Fawn
Can look like over-compliance, smiling despite discomfort, self-silencing, or trying to take care of others.

Breakthrough-style example:

A participant follows every cue without deviation and enthusiastically agrees with everything shared.

In the sharing circle, they shift focus away from their own experience or minimize it with statements like, “It was
great, I'm just happy to be here.”

Flow-style example:

A participant appears relaxed but frequently smiles through tears or offers concern for others in the room.
They may say, “This is really good for me,” even as their breath remains shallow and their posture suggests
tension.

Why It Matters in the Moment

Survival responses are not always obvious or intense. More often, they show up as subtle somatic cues. These
may include a shift in posture, stillness, fidgeting, or a change in breath. What you are seeing might be a nervous
system doing its best to stay safe.

Rather than asking, “What’s wrong with this person?” ask, “What might support them right now?”

The goal is not to interpret or label. It is to stay attuned so you can respond with care. That might mean adjusting
your breath cues, slowing the pace, offering grounding language, or simply giving space.



What helps participants feel safe is not perfect tracking. It is your ability to remain steady, responsive, and
present with whatever is unfolding in the room.

Supportive Language Prompts for Nervous System Safety

These facilitator phrases help reinforce a sense of choice and support without assuming something is wrong:
“You’re welcome to slow your breath down or return to Earth breath if that feels good.”

“If anything feels like too much, you can always pause or simply breathe gently at your own pace.”

“There’s no pressure to do this a certain way. Your body gets to lead.”

“Notice what'’s happening in your body right now. You can always come back to the breath Ilater.”

“If you feel the urge to move, stretch, or rest, follow that.”

“Staying with the breath is powerful. Choosing to pause is powerful too. You get to choose.”

Facilitator Note:

These examples are designed to reflect common nervous system responses in both Breakthrough-style and
Flow-style breathwork formats.

They are not tied to one specific model and are meant to support your ability to observe and respond to nervous
system cues across a variety of facilitation approaches.

Breathwork sessions are highly adaptable.

Some facilitators follow a structured breakthrough format to intentionally build intensity, while others maintain a
slower, steady rhythm throughout a flow session.

Some blend the two.

The structure you use should reflect your participants' needs, your own somatic awareness, and the principles of
trauma-informed care.

Why this matters:
Not every facilitator has been trained to structure sessions through a trauma-informed or somatically paced lens,

but this training invites you to begin doing so. Regardless of format, the focus is on staying attuned to how each
participant is responding within the structure you have chosen to offer.

3. Breath as a Regulator or an Activator

Breathwork is a powerful doorway into the nervous system.
It can offer profound opportunities for trauma healing, but it can also overwhelm the system if intensity, pacing,
or internal capacity are not carefully respected.



As we explored in Module 2, breathwork can surface stored emotions, somatic memories, and unconscious
protection patterns. When facilitated with attunement, it can also reconnect participants to their bodies, build
capacity for regulation, and create new experiences of resilience.

The key is not just the technique itself, but how the breath interacts with the nervous system's current state and
range of resilience.

Regulating Breath

Certain breath patterns naturally support regulation by slowing down the system, encouraging groundedness,
and widening a participant’s range of resilience.
In our classes, Earth breath and Ether breath are the primary grounding practices:

Earth Breath: A steady four-count in and four-count out rhythm. Earth breath is used consistently throughout the
experience:

It anchors the body at the beginning of every song.
It provides a safe landing after breath holds.

Participants are encouraged to return to Earth breath at any time they feel overwhelmed, disconnected, or need
to recenter.

Earth breath supports parasympathetic engagement, stabilizes activation, and fosters reconnection to the
present moment.

Ether Breath: A deep four-count inhale and eight-count exhale.
Facilitates surrender, release, and parasympathetic restoration through the extended exhale.

It is often used during the closing stages of flow songs, during long exhales, or when encouraging stillness after
periods of activation.

Activating Breath

Other patterns intentionally increase energy and sympathetic arousal to mobilize emotion, charge, or somatic
memory.

In our classes, Water breath, Air breath, and Fire breath are activating practices:

Water Breath: A smooth two-count inhale and exhale. Begins to quicken the breath gently, inviting flow and
movement.

Air Breath: A fast one-count inhale and one-count exhale. Energizes the body, loosens holding patterns, and
invites activation.



Fire Breath: Rapid, forceful breathing as fast as the participant can sustain. Peaks sympathetic activation,
supporting emotional release, but requires careful pacing and containment.

These breaths are sequenced intentionally to build momentum while maintaining access to grounding.

When integrated into a structured arc that includes recovery points (like Earth breath and breath holds) they can
help mobilize stuck emotion, release tension, and support transformation, all while respecting the body’s
capacity.

Why This Matters

Breath doesn’t automatically equal healing.
Its impact depends on how it meets the participant’s true range of resilience, not just their surface tolerance.

When paced with care, activating breathwork can be a powerful tool for growth and integration. When pushed
too quickly or too forcefully, it can overwhelm and retraumatize.

Facilitators must observe not just the breath rhythm, but the body's signals: posture, breath quality, emotional
tone, and presence.

Always remember:

® A breath that liberates one participant may overwhelm another.
e Slowing down, softening, or modifying breath is a sign of strength, not failure.
e Breath is a tool. Safety, attunement, and pacing are the medicine.

Facilitator Awareness Points

Different breath patterns serve different nervous system needs.

Track breath and body cues to adjust pacing in real time.

Use breath intentionally, never assuming "more activation" is better.

When in doubt, invite participants to return to Earth or Ether breath.

Empower participants to adjust their own pace, depth, and style of breathing whenever needed.
Be open to switching into a round Flow mid-session in order to help down regulate the group

Example Cues to Support Regulation

“If this feels like too much, you can return to Earth breath at your own rhythm.”

“You can always shift to an extended exhale, like Ether breath, if your body is asking for more softness.

“Notice how your body is responding. You can always slow your breath, sigh, or rest without needing
permission.”



4. From Tolerance to Capacity: Expanding Nervous System Resilience

In trauma recovery and nervous system work, the term Window of Tolerance (Dan Siegel) is used to describe
the optimal zone of nervous system functioning.

Within this window, a person can stay present, connected, and emotionally flexible, even when faced with
challenges.

When we are inside our window:

e We feel grounded, curious, and capable of responding rather than reacting.
e We can process emotions without becoming overwhelmed.
e Our bodies and minds are able to stay connected and coherent.

When we move outside our window:

e Hyperarousal: Panic, rage, impulsivity (sympathetic overactivation).
e Hypoarousal: Numbness, collapse, disconnection (dorsal vagal shutdown).

These survival responses are natural, but when trauma has narrowed the window, even minor stresses can feel
overwhelming.

Reframing: From "Tolerance" to "Capacity"

While the concept of the Window of Tolerance is helpful, it can sometimes sound static, as if the goal is simply to
"stay inside" a fixed window.
In reality, nervous system resilience is dynamic and expandable.

Capacity building refers to the ongoing, living process of expanding the window itself:

e Gently stretching the nervous system’s ability to stay present during activation.
e Deepening the ability to experience intensity without tipping into survival states.
e Strengthening regulation over time through repeated experiences of safety, challenge, and recovery.

In breathwork, this means we are not just trying to "keep participants comfortable". We are helping them build
capacity by offering small, digestible challenges (stretch) followed by opportunities to savor safety, ease, and
connection.

The Right Degree of Challenge (Deb Dana inspired + informed by hormetic stress principles)

Healing and growth happen when we offer just enough challenge to touch the edge of a participant’s current
range, without pushing them into overwhelm.

We support participants to:

e Stretch the nervous system: Encountering manageable activation that feels edgy but tolerable with
support.



e Savor moments of regulation: Deepening into experiences of safety, pleasure, and embodied presence.

This mirrors hormetic stress in biology: small, manageable doses of activation build resilience.
Overwhelm does not.

If we stretch capacity too far, the nervous system shifts into survival mode.
At that point, the goal becomes stabilization and repair, not expansion.

Eacilitator Point:
We never push for a breakthrough. We create conditions of safety, presence, and choice so that breakthroughs
(if they arise) happen within a participant’s capacity, not at the cost of their stability.

The Role of Titration in Breathwork

Titration is a foundational concept in trauma-informed care.
It means introducing small amounts of activation, just enough for the nervous system to engage without
becoming overwhelmed, and then returning to regulation.

In breathwork, titration looks like:

e Offering short cycles of more activating breath patterns followed by recovery breath (like Earth breath or
Ether breath).

e Pausing to track somatic cues and slowing down if activation rises too quickly.
Encouraging participants to notice when they need to adjust the breath, stop, or rest.

e Supporting flexibility rather than rigidly pushing through intensity.

Titration helps participants:

e Stay within their range of resilience.
e Build trust with their own body and sensations.
e Expand capacity gradually over time without retraumatization.

Titration is the art of doing less, but doing it with deep care and presence.

Through consistent titration, participants develop confidence that their body can handle activation and just as
importantly, that they can choose to step back into safety whenever needed.

How Breathwork Builds Capacity
Breathwork offers unique opportunities for capacity building by:

e Gently increasing sympathetic activation through titrated breath patterns.
e Supporting emotional discharge and energy movement safely.
e Providing repeated chances to regulate after mild activation.



e Strengthening interoceptive awareness (the ability to track body signals early).
e Anchoring experiences of successful regulation into the nervous system.

Over time, safe and supported breathwork can help participants:

e \Widen their window of tolerance.
e Build flexibility, confidence, and resilience in how they meet intensity.
e Normalize the rhythms of activation and recovery.

Key Point: capacity is not fixed. It varies day by day based on internal and external factors like rest, stress,
emotional load, and health.

Participants are always encouraged to honor their current capacity, not an idealized version of themselves.

Facilitator Note:

You may remember from Module 2 that trauma is often an incomplete survival response stored in the body.
Breathwork helps complete that cycle not by forcing intensity, but by allowing the body space to release what it
never had the chance to finish. When participants tremble, cry, vocalize, or sigh deeply, these may be signs of
the cycle resolving, not signs of dysregulation. Your role is to stay present, grounded, and responsive, so that
these moments unfold within the participant’s capacity.

Tips for Supporting Participants Within Their Range

Less is more:
Deep healing often happens in smaller, safer doses.

Titrate experience:
Introduce activation slowly. Break it into small, digestible pieces. Normalize rest.

Slow is safe:
Slowing the breath or the pace of the session can help participants stay present.

Track somatic cues:

Watch posture, breath, facial expression, and emotional energy.

If someone is starting to leave their range, adjust breath pacing, offer grounding, or suggest returning to Earth
breath.

5. Reading the Room: Tracking Breath, Body, and Energy in Session

In breathwork facilitation, your ability to notice, interpret, and adjust based on what you observe is one of your
most powerful skills.

Your job is not to fix or control participants’ experiences, but to stay attuned to the subtle (and sometimes
obvious) signals of activation, resilience, or overwhelm.



When you learn to track breath, body language, energy, and group dynamics, you can adjust your pacing,
presence, and support to help participants stay within their capacity and continue growing.

What We Track in Session

Breath:
Shifts in rhythm, depth, speed, or smoothness.
Breath getting fast, shallow, choppy, gasping, or disappearing altogether are important cues.

Posture and Movement:
Shifts toward tension (rigidity, fists, locked jaw) or collapse (slumping, heavy limbs).
Fidgeting, abrupt movements, or freezing can signal nervous system shifts.

Eyes and Face:
Soft, connected gaze usually signals regulation.
Glassy, unfocused, darting, or blank stares can suggest activation or dissociation.

Energy and Tone:
Changes in the emotional or energetic field of the room (more tension, withdrawal, restlessness, or agitation)
often signal group-level shifts in regulation.

Cues of Regulation

Signs participants are staying within or returning to their range:
Soft spontaneous breathing

Natural, fluid movements

Presence, curiosity, engagement

Grounded emotional expression (tears, laughter, etc. that feel connected, not chaotic)
Cues of Dysregulation

Signs participants may be moving outside their capacity:
Rapid, shallow, or gasping breath

Muscle tension, gripping, jaw clenching

Stillness that feels frozen, not restful

Delayed or muted responses

Signs of panic, anger, confusion, or collapse
Tracking Group Dynamics

Breathwork is a shared experience.

Pay attention to the "field" of the group:

e Do multiple participants shift their energy at once?
e |s the room's tone getting edgy, frantic, withdrawn, or flat?
e Are more people starting to fidget, speed up, freeze, or collapse?



e Group shifts often signal collective nervous system movement and provide you as the facilitator with
important co-regulation data.

Responding as a Facilitator
Tracking is the first step. Responding with attuned adjustments is what creates safety and support.
When you notice shifts, you can:

Slow the pacing (breath, cues, music tempo)

Invite a return to Earth breath or extended exhales

Normalize rest breaks or slowing down

Offer grounding invitations (body awareness, feet on the floor, touch their own heart, etc.)
Adjust your energy: softer voice, slower gestures, more warmth or stillness

Small adjustments, made early, prevent overwhelm later.
Your responsiveness helps participants feel seen, respected, and accompanied without pressure or force.
Key Reminders for Facilitators

Observation vs interpretation.
Notice what you see: don't assume you know the full story.

Curiosity vs control.
Stay open to how each participant's body will move through their own unique process.

Presence vs fixing.
Your calm, attuned presence is often the most powerful co-regulating tool you offer. Its in the tone of your voice,
and your energy throughout the entire experience.

Playlist Flexibility: Building Contingency into Your Setlist
While it’s important to thoughtfully craft your session playlist, it's equally important to remain flexible in real-time.
Facilitator Tip:

Always curate 4-5 additional slower, grounding songs into your playlist; songs you can easily substitute in if the
group’s nervous system begins to show signs of overwhelm.

These tracks should support Earth breath, Ether breath, or slow recovery rhythms.
You can also switch into a round of Flow

Having flexible options ready allows you to pivot if the group energy calls for more regulation, containment, or
gentleness without disrupting the flow of the experience.

Remember: The music should serve the body’s true capacity, not the original plan.



When You’re Unsure What You’re Seeing
(What to Do / What Not to Do as a Facilitator)

What to Do:

Regulate yourself first. Pause. Take a slow breath. Anchor into your own body and tone. Your regulation is more
important than your certainty.

Trust what’s present. You don’t need to figure it out. Stay curious, not analytical.

Use simple, supportive language. Try: “You’re doing great. You're welcome to stay with what’s present or take a
break.”

Offer an anchor. Guide to Earth breath, grounding touch, or sensory awareness (e.g., “Feel your feet,” “Notice
your back on the mat”).

Give the participant agency. Remind them they can slow down, open their eyes, or opt out of any part of the
experience.

Debrief later. Use post-session notes or supervision to reflect on what you saw. You don’t need to understand it
in real time.

What Not to Do:

Don’t assume or interpret. Avoid labeling the experience (e.g., “You're releasing trauma”). You might misread it
and unintentionally bypass or retraumatize.

Don’t rush in or over-intervene. Unless there’s a clear signal of distress, trust the participant’s process.

Don’t abandon the moment. Freezing, avoiding eye contact, or shutting down can leave the participant feeling
alone.

Don’t default to fixing. Presence is more regulating than solutions.

Don’t ignore your own overwhelm. If you feel flooded, slow the pacing of the session for both of you. This is a
skill, not a test.

Closing Reflection:

Recognizing nervous system patterns is the foundation of trauma-informed breathwork. By learning to track
breath, posture, energy shifts, and group dynamics, you’re building the capacity to meet participants with
curiosity, not correction. In the next module, we’ll explore how to respond when activation arises: through
attunement, safety, and grounded intervention that protects each participant’s process.

Summary of Module 4: Navigating Breathwork Through a Capacity-Building Lens
In this module, you learned how to:

e Track nervous system shifts (regulation, activation, and dysregulation) during breathwork.



Recognize survival responses (fight, flight, freeze, fawn) and understand how they show up somatically.
Differentiate between regulating and activating breath patterns.

Apply the concept of building capacity rather than pushing through discomfort.

Use titration, pacing, and stretch/savor practices to support safe nervous system expansion.

Read group and individual cues in real time and adjust facilitation responsively.

Empower participants to honor their body’s signals, reinforcing connection and agency.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 5...

What We’ll Explore Together:

What to do when participants show signs of overwhelm or emotional flooding
How to skillfully respond to dysregulation without interrupting growth
Trauma-informed language and pacing to support safety in the moment
Simple scripts and grounded interventions that protect participant agency



MODULE 5
Responding Skillfully to
Dysregulation in Breathwork



Module 5: Responding Skillfully to Dysregulation in Breathwork

Outcome:Participants will learn how to respond to activation and emotional releases with attunement,
regulation, and trauma-informed support strategies.

1. Empowering Participant Choice in Breathwork

In trauma-informed breathwork facilitation, one of the greatest gifts we can offer participants is permission;
permission to listen to their own body, to adjust their experience, and to advocate for their needs at any time
during the session.

We are not leading participants into a prescribed experience.
We are inviting them into a relationship with their own capacity, sensations, and choices.

Participant Empowerment Practices
During your opening talk and throughout the session, you can remind participants:

They are always in charge of their experience.

They can slow down, pause, or modify their breath at any time.

They can raise a hand if they need support, grounding, or a check-in.

They are free to rest in stillness, return to Earth breath, or exit a practice if needed.

There is no “right” or “wrong” way to breathe, only what honors their body in this moment.

Building this empowerment culture normalizes self-trust and encourages participants to stay connected to the
present observer part of themselves: the part that can notice activation without being overwhelmed by it.

Supporting Individual Needs and Protecting the Observer

While breathwork groups can offer powerful experiences of co-regulation and collective healing, some
participants may need more containment and individualized support to stay connected to themselves safely.

You might suggest individual breathwork experiences for clients who:

e Express fears about group environments.
e Show signs of chronic dysregulation or dissociation.
® Are early in their trauma recovery journey and need more scaffolding.

In one-on-one settings, participants can build foundational skills of self-awareness, titration, and regulation,
making future group experiences feel safer and more supportive.

Regardless of the setting, your primary goal remains the same:
Protect the participant’s observing self.



The observing self is the part of a participant that can notice sensations, emotions, and impulses without
becoming overwhelmed by them.

Staying connected to this internal witness supports regulation, allows emotional experiences without collapse,
and builds resilience for future growth.

When activation rises, your role is not to push it further.
Your role is to help the participant stay connected to their awareness even as sensations move through.
Simple ways to support the observer:

Invite slowing the breath without forcing it.

Offer grounding cues (e.g., “Feel your body on the mat,” “Notice the air on your skin.”)
Normalize taking breaks as signs of wisdom, not weakness.

Model calm, attuned presence through your own breath, tone, and energy.

You create a safe container for growth by:

e Encouraging small stretches toward activation.
e Offering abundant permission to pause, rest, or adjust.
e Staying grounded and regulating yourself; modeling presence over pressure.

Empowerment is regulation. Choice is safety. Connection is healing.
Sample Opening Script for Empowering Participant Choice

"Before we begin, | want to remind you that you are always in charge of your experience today. I'll be
offering cues and guidance, but your body is the ultimate authority. If at any point you feel the need to
slow down, modify your breath, pause, or rest, please honor that without needing permission.”

"You’re also welcome to raise a hand if you need support or a check-in at any time. There’s no
expectation here to push through or force anything. The goal of this practice isn’t intensity. It’s
connection. Staying present with yourself is the real work, and whatever that looks like for you today is
exactly right."

"Breakthroughs may happen, or they may not. What matters most is that you stay connected to your
body, your breath, and your inner knowing. You are your own best guide.”

2. Knowing When to Pause or Intervene

In trauma-informed breathwork, it’'s important to recognize that activation and emotional release are natural
parts of healing; but also to know when they move into overwhelm and require intervention.

Your role is not to stop participants from feeling.
Your role is to track when feelings become too much for the participant’s system to process safely in the
moment.



Signs of Normal Emotional Release:

e Crying, trembling, expressive movement
e |aughing, sighing, vocalizing
e Temporary intensity followed by visible settling

Facilitator Response:

e Hold steady, attuned presence.
e Normalize the release through nonverbal cues: softening your face, slowing your breath, giving space.
e No need to interrupt unless the participant signals distress or destabilization.

Signs of Red Flags (Possible Overwhelm):

Gasping for air, hyperventilation

Blank stare, non-responsiveness

Verbal distress (e.g., "l can't do this," "I'm scared," "l can't breathe")
Inability to return focus after prompting

Other cues we have discussed so far in this training
Facilitator Response:

Gently intervene using soft, invitational language:
“Would it feel okay to pause together for a moment?” “Can we slow the breath down a little?” “You’re doing a lot.
Let’s take a break and feel your body again.”

Always prioritize grounding over "pushing through."
Key Point:
When in doubt, slow down, soften the environment, and invite reconnection to body and breath.

Pausing does not erase healing. It protects it.

3. Recognizing Sympathetic Dominance and Threshold Responses

When breathwork introduces intensity into an already-activated system, it can sometimes push the participant
past their threshold. This doesn’t mean they’re doing it “wrong.” It simply means their system is signaling: this is
too much, too fast.

Common signs that someone may be exceeding their capacity include:

e Sudden dizziness or disorientation
e Gasping or shallow breathing
e Panic or fear responses



e Uncontrollable Hyperventilation or over-breathing (not in sync with the facilitators guides and cues)
however be aware some people especially experienced breathers will sometimes push themselves to
get into a state they are familiar with.

Disconnection or withdrawal (blank stare, not responding)

o These are not disruptions. They’re nervous system signals.

In these moments, your attunement matters more than technique.

In-the-Moment Support for Panic, Overwhelm & Dissociation: Grounding Before Intensity
When someone becomes overwhelmed or dissociative during breathwork, try the following:

Slow the breath:
“Let’s slow it way down together... through the nose, gently in and out.”

Offer orientation:
“Can you feel your hands? Wiggle your fingers. Can you find your feet?” “Look around the room: Can you name
three things you see?”

Validate the experience:
“This happens sometimes. Your body is doing exactly what it needs to. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

Empower choice:
“You get to pause or stop whenever you want. This is your session.”

Use relational presence:
Sit beside them, soften your tone, mirror slow breathing. If appropriate and consented to, gentle grounding
touch can also support re-regulation.

These aren’t interruptions. They’re profound moments of safety.

When we meet dysregulation with care instead of correction, we model exactly what trauma needed the first
time: connection without pressure.

4. Managing Intense Somatic Releases and Emotional Discharges
During breathwork, stored trauma energy can sometimes surface in powerful ways.

While dysregulation can show up in many forms, intense somatic or emotional releases involve a larger
discharge of survival energy that may temporarily overwhelm the system.

This is not pathology. It's the nervous system’s natural attempt to move and complete unfinished survival
responses.

What Does “Completion” Mean?

In trauma healing, completion refers to the body’s natural process of discharging survival energy that was
activated during overwhelming events but never fully released.



During breathwork, this might show up as trembling, crying, sighing, shaking, spontaneous movement, or strong
emotional waves.

Completion is not something we force or push toward.
It happens when the nervous system feels enough support, permission, and containment to move what was
once stuck.

In breathwork, completion can emerge because the body is given space to move, feel, and breathe
differently than it could during past overwhelming experiences.

The rhythmic breath, emotional activation, and supportive environment can invite the nervous system to release
energy that was once held back in a fight, flight, freeze, or fawn response.

Shaking, crying, spontaneous movement, and emotional expression during breathwork often signal that the
system is attempting to complete a survival pattern that was interrupted or suppressed.

There are cases as a child (or at any point in life really) we were told not to cry, or were in certain situations
where showing emotion would be seen as embarrassing or a signh of weakness and we just held it in. In
breathwork we can complete those processes and release the stored emotions trapped within the body.

Facilitator Note: As a facilitator, you don't create completion, you create the conditions where it can emerge
naturally, if and when the participant’s system is ready. Completion may look big and dramatic or quiet and
subtle. Both are valid. What matters most is that the participant remains connected to some sense of choice and
presence throughout the process. Completion may look big and dramatic or quiet and subtle. Both are valid.
What matters most is that the participant remains connected to some sense of choice and presence throughout
the process.

In this section, we’ll focus on how to recognize when intensity escalates beyond normal activation and how to
respond with grounding, presence, and choice.

5. Common Signs of Intense Somatic or Emotional Release

Shaking or trembling intensely

Crying uncontrollably

Panic sensations

Laughter that feels chaotic or ungrounded
Feeling frozen or unable to move

These are normal survival responses trying to complete, but they can feel overwhelming if not properly
supported in the moment.

Facilitator Approach:
What to Do:

e Stay present, calm, and grounded yourself.



Offer grounding cues without interpreting the experience:
“Feel your feet on the ground.” “Notice the air on your skin.
Normalize the body’s response without labeling or "making meaning" of it.
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You’'re here. I'm with you.” “Take your time.”

Avoid framing the release as a "breakthrough" or an achievement.

After an intense release, offer permission to slow down, move, or shift states if needed.
What NOT to Do:

Don’t touch without clear consent.

Don’t over-talk, explain or try to “fix” the experience.

Don'’t tell someone they are safe.

Don’t spiritualize (“You’re purging karma”) or minimize (“You’re fine.”)

Don’t rush or steer participants toward interpretations or conclusions.

Be the anchor, not the interpreter. Your steady, non-intrusive presence is what supports nervous system
resolution.

6. Important Note on Breakthroughs and Emotional Releases

In breathwork, emotional releases and somatic movements can sometimes feel intense, powerful, or even
dramatic.

These moments are sometimes referred to as "breakthroughs" and for some participants, they may indeed
represent meaningful shifts in healing.

However, from a trauma-informed perspective, the visible intensity of a release is not the true measure of
healing.

Completion and integration happen when the nervous system is able to process survival energy while staying
connected to awareness, choice, and safety.

Some participants may experience big waves of emotion. Others may experience subtle shifts, quiet tears, or
simple moments of reconnection.
All of these are valid.

As facilitators, it’'s important to hold space without assigning meaning to the intensity or subtlety of a
participant’s experience.

Breakthroughs may occur, but they arise naturally when the system is ready, not because they were pushed for
or expected.

Our goal is not to create breakthroughs.

Our goal is to create the conditions where participants can safely experience whatever their system is ready for,
whether that’s a wave, a whisper, or simply being present with themselves.



Summary of Module 5: Responding Skillfully to Dysregulation in Breathwork

Summary:

Recognize real-time signs of dysregulation, activation, and emotional release during breathwork.
Notice early cues that a participant is nearing their threshold and respond in ways that protect agency,
safety, and capacity.

Differentiate between normal activation and sympathetic overload that calls for grounding or a shift in
approach.

Use trauma-informed language to empower choice and reduce shame during moments of overwhelm.
Offer in-the-moment support through breath pacing, orientation cues, validation, and relational presence.
Respond to intense somatic or emotional releases without interpretation, pressure, or urgency.
Normalize completion as a body-led process, not a facilitator-driven outcome.

Support connection to the observing self and uphold participant agency throughout the process.
Prioritize regulation, safety, and choice over performance or catharsis.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 6...

What We’ll Explore Together:

How to design sessions that promote regulation, choice, and co-regulation
Practical tools like titration, pendulation, and orienting

How to create and hold a safe arc of experience from welcome to integration
Why aftercare matters and how to guide it well



MODULE 6
Creating Safety and Co-Reqgulation
in Breathwork Spaces



Module 6: Creating Safety and Co-Regulation in Breathwork Spaces

Outcome: Participants will learn how to proactively create steady, supportive, trauma-informed environments
that promote regulation, choice, and nervous system healing, before, during, and after breathwork sessions.

In this module, we'll explore how to intentionally build safety and connection before, during, and after
breathwork sessions through presence, pacing, and permission.

1. Why the Empathic Witness Matters in Trauma Healing
"Trauma is not in the event itself, but in the absence of an empathic witness." — Peter Levine
Why the Witness Is Essential:

Co-Regulation: A regulated, attuned presence helps the nervous system return to safety.
Integration: Witnessing helps the body and brain organize fragmented experiences.
Affirmation of Worth: Being seen and believed counters shame and restores dignity.
Relational Repair: Trauma isolates; connection heals.

2. Building a Safe Nervous System Container: Structure Matters

Trauma-informed breathwork is not about managing participants’ experiences. It's about designing the session
intentionally to support nervous system regulation and recovery. The session flow itself can create, or erode, felt
safety.

Key Strategies:

Intentional pacing and breaks

Clear opening and closing rituals

Freedom to modify or pause breath
Normalizing agency and choice at every step

3. Core Practices for Supporting Regulation and Safety

Breathwork sessions naturally invite activation and sometimes emotional intensity. Trauma-informed facilitators
shape the flow of a session to support regulation and containment, knowing that resolution or release may
happen naturally when the body feels ready.

These skills are woven throughout the session from the first breath to the final closing and help participants
move through activation safely. These are simple but powerful skills that support participants in staying
connected to themselves while navigating emotional or somatic activation. When the body feels safe enough,
these practices may support a range of natural responses, such as movement, emotion, or stillness, as the
nervous system begins to unwind.

As covered in Module 2, completing the trauma response cycle is one possible outcome of breathwork, but it is
never the goal. Our role is not to pursue release, but to create safety, adjust pacing, and remain present so each
participant can move through their own process in a way that feels safe and honors their body.



Titration: Introducing Activation Slowly and Safely

Titration is the practice of offering activation in small, manageable doses, rather than overwhelming the system
with too much stimulation at once.

Instead of pushing participants into deep emotional or somatic processes, we create space for incremental
exploration and gentle return to regulation.

Suggestions in Breathwork:

e Begin sessions with slower, grounding breath patterns.
e Build intensity slowly across songs or within breath sequences.
e Offer breaks, transitions, and invitations to slow down after periods of activation.

Facilitator Cues for Titration:

"After this faster breath sequence, we’ll slow it down together."

"Notice if your body wants to soften or take a break."

"Earth breath is always available if you want to come back to center."

Titration protects the nervous system’s capacity and invites growth through challenge, not through
flooding.

Pendulation: Moving Between Activation and Resource

Pendulation is the ability to move gently between states of activation (intensity, charge) and states of resource
(safety, connection, regulation).

Rather than staying locked in intensity or collapse, participants are invited to notice shifts and build flexibility.
Suggestions in Breathwork:

e Remind participants that it's okay to move between feeling and resting.
e Guide attention from internal sensations (activation) to external anchors (resource) and back.
e Normalize natural rhythm between challenge and ease.

Facilitator Cues for Pendulation:
"Notice the energy moving through your body and also notice the steadiness of the ground beneath you.'

Al

"Allow your awareness to move between what feels intense and what feels supportive."

Pendulation builds nervous system resilience by strengthening the ability to flow between activation and
regulation.

Orienting: Anchoring Attention in the Here and Now

Orienting is the practice of reconnecting participants with their external environment through sensory
awareness.

It gently shifts attention outward, supporting presence, grounding, and a sense of safety in the here and now.



Suggestions in Breathwork:

e At the beginning of a session: To help participants transition from daily life into present-moment
awareness.

e During a session: If activation feels overwhelming or participants seem disconnected.
At the end of a session: To support full integration and a grounded return to daily life.

Simple Orienting Invitations:

e "Look around and name three colors you can see."

e "Feel the texture of the mat or ground beneath you."

e "Notice the sounds that are farthest away and those closest to you."

e "Sense the air moving across your skin."

e Orienting strengthens the "here and now" awareness that supports regulation and helps complete
emotional processes safely.

Creating Closure: Completing the Arc of the Experience

Closure is a conscious practice of helping the nervous system return fully to presence, regulation, and
connection.

Suggestions in Breathwork:

e Offer guided practices that anchor participants in the present.
e Allow time for slowing down, softening, and integrating the experience.
e Use physical, sensory, and verbal cues to complete the journey.

Facilitator Cues for Closure:

"Wiggle your fingers and toes gently."
"Take a slow, easy breath and notice the support beneath you."
"Name three things you can see, hear, or feel right now."

"Notice any sensation of settling or grounding in your body."

Creating conscious closure helps participants leave the session feeling contained, connected, and ready to
re-enter daily life safely.

Use Ether Breath if the participant is still feeling activated and let them know they can use it at home or
elsewhere as well.

Aftercare Matters:
Breathwork doesn’t end when the session ends, healing continues in the hours and days that follow.

To support participants’ integration, we encourage providing gentle aftercare suggestions following each
session.

You’ll find a sample "Integrating Your Breathwork Experience" handout attached to this module, which you can
adapt or offer to participants as a resource for their post-session care.



Practical Note: Offering Space When Needed

Sometimes, a participant may benefit from adjusting their physical location during a session for more room, less
stimulation, or proximity to an exit.

Facilitator Tip:

Create environments that allow for flexibility.

Stay aware of participants who seem restless, overwhelmed, or constricted.
You might gently offer:

e “Would you like a little more space to breathe?”
e “You're welcome to move your mat if that feels better for you.”
e “It's okay to find a spot where you feel most supported.”

Being willing to adapt the physical space without pathologizing or drawing attention fosters greater agency,
safety, and choice.

4. When Intensity Becomes a Bypass: The Hidden Appeal of Overactivation
Not all intensity in breathwork is healing.

For some participants, particularly those with histories of chronic stress, shutdown, or emotional repression,
high-intensity breathing can be a compelling shortcut: a way to “break through,” feel something, or bypass
deeper discomfort.

Intensity isn’t always integration.
Sometimes, this drive toward catharsis mirrors old survival strategies:

Pushing through numbness

Ignoring subtle internal signals

Seeking validation through performance
Believing that “more intense = more effective”

As facilitators, our task is not to shame or shut down intensity, but to discern its source.
Is it arising from the body’s readiness to release or from a nervous system reaching for activation to feel alive?
Ask Yourself:

e Does the participant appear grounded in the experience or chasing it?
e Are they staying connected to their breath or being carried away by it?
e Do they seem spacious or flooded?

This is where slowness becomes a skill, not a limitation.



When we offer softer breath patterns, slower pacing, or the permission to do less, we help participants access
something more healing than intensity: choice.

Trauma often teaches urgency. Regulation offers time.
Sometimes the most therapeutic thing you can offer is a breath that doesn't push.
A Note on Sensory Sensitivity and Tinnitus

Some participants, especially those with a history of nervous system dysregulation, may have heightened
sensory sensitivity, including conditions like tinnitus (ringing or buzzing in the ears).

While breathwork can be regulating over time, intense breath styles may momentarily amplify internal
sensations and increase auditory awareness.

For these individuals, gentler pacing, slow nasal breathing, and extended exhales (like Earth or Ether breath) can
be more supportive early on. You can also get them to experience the FLOW breathwork experience to change
it up.

Encourage agency, offer permission to pause or modify, and frame slowness as wisdom, not limitation.

Sensory overwhelm isn’t resistance; it’s valuable feedback from the body.

5. Verbal and Non-Verbal Cues that Promote Safety
Words matter.
But so does everything beneath the words: your tone, your body, your energy, your pacing.

In trauma-informed breathwork facilitation, we use verbal and non-verbal communication to model safety,
permission, and acceptance.

Core Principles:
Speak slowly and invitationally:

e [ast speech can unconsciously escalate nervous system activation.
e Slow, warm tone invites settling and trust.

Offer repeated permission to modify, pause, or rest:

e Remind participants often that they are in charge of their breath and their experience.
Use soft eye contact and open body language:

e Relaxed jaw, open palms, gentle facial expressions, and soft posture all communicate nonverbal safety.
Use rhythmic, spacious vocal pacing:

e Allow silence. Let your words land. Model nervous system slowing.



Normalize all experiences without judgment or interpretation:

Validate without labeling:

“Whatever you’re noticing is okay.”

“There’s no right or wrong way to experience this."

Your presence speaks louder than your words.

Your voice and body are part of the co-regulation field you are building.

6. Facilitator Self-Reflection: Becoming the Anchor
In every session you facilitate, you are the emotional tone-setter for the room.

Participants don’t just respond to your words. They track your nervous system state through cues of breath,
posture, facial expression, tone, and energy. (reminder of Neuroception)

Key Reminders:

Your own breath sets the rhythm.
Your posture models openness or tension.
Your pace invites regulation or urgency.

Your ability to remain curious and nonjudgmental gives others permission to do the same.

Mantra to Hold:
"Be the most reqgulated nervous system in the room."

This doesn’t mean being perfectly calm or pretending you have no activation.

It means staying connected to yourself, breathing through your own sensations, and showing that you can stay
present without collapsing, withdrawing, or pushing.

The steadier you are, the safer participants will feel to experience what arises without shame or pressure.

You co-create the field they breathe in.

7. Relational Field Awareness: Group vs. Individual Dynamics

In trauma-informed breathwork, it’s not just the facilitator—participant relationship that shapes the experience.
Group dynamics play a powerful role in how safety, vulnerability, and healing unfold.

Whether you're working one-on-one or guiding a group session, the relational field carries unique opportunities
and challenges. The table below compares key considerations:



Facilitation Considerations: Group vs. Individual Breathwork

Facilitator
Attunement

Participant
Experience

Common
Challenges

Opportunities

Trauma Activation

Verbal Sharing

Facilitator Role

Touch and
Consent

Regulation
Strategies

INDIVIDUAL SESSIONS

Focused on one
participant; deeper
moment-to-moment
connection

Personalized, often more
open or intense

Over-responsibility,
merging, blurred
emotional boundaries

Greater containment and
individual regulation
support

Easier to spot and
address in real time

Easier to personalize
integration and track
participant needs

Steady anchor, witness,
and supporter

Clarifying consent is more
direct and personal

Tailored to one system;
easier to titrate and
contain

GROUP SESSIONS

Must attune to multiple nervous systems while
tracking the group field

Shaped by peer presence; may feel pressure to
"perform" or mask discomfort

Emotional contagion, comparison, peer
triggering, group reactivity

Shared healing, co-regulation, community
connection, universality

May be subtle or hidden (masked by
compliance, humor, stillness, etc.)

Must be carefully held to avoid retraumatization
or peer invalidation

Emotional tone-setter, space-holder, boundary
keeper, rhythm regulator

Requires strong protocols and consistent
reminders

Balancing diverse needs while maintaining
session flow and safety



Facilitator Reminders for Group Work
Track the field, not just the individual. One person’s activation can ripple across the room.
Silence # disengagement. Stillness, quiet, and nonverbal processing may be signs of deep engagement.

Normalize a wide range of responses. Use language that removes pressure to share, cry, or express in any
particular way.

Protect the integration circle. Set agreements about listening, non-judgment, and not giving advice.

In some groups, safety and regulation emerge not only from the facilitator, but through shared rhythm,
witnessing, and mutual presence between participants. These peer-to-peer dynamics can be powerful sources
of co-regulation, especially in spaces where community care and collective healing are valued.

Be mindful of reenactment. Group spaces can unconsciously mirror dynamics of exclusion, invisibility, or
performance, especially for marginalized identities.

Closing Reflection

Creating a safe breathwork environment isn’t about controlling experiences.

It's about offering a steady, attuned presence and a flexible, resilient structure so participants can trust
themselves and their process.

Safety isn’t something you "give" to participants.

It's something you co-create moment by moment through permission, pacing, presence, and choice (the core
principles of trauma-informed care).

Remember, true safety touches the whole person (psychological, relational, and physiological) and is built
through an ongoing dance of connection and attunement.

True healing happens not because we push for transformation, but because we offer an environment where the
nervous system feels free to move, complete, and reconnect on its own terms.

Summary for Module 6: Creating Safety and Co-Regulation in Breathwork Spaces
Understand why the presence of an empathic, attuned witness is essential for trauma healing.

Structure sessions intentionally to support nervous system regulation through pacing, permission, and closure.
Apply core practices for nervous system safety: titration, pendulation, orienting, and conscious closure.

Discern when participants may be using intensity to bypass discomfort and respond with attunement, pacing,
and choice.

Communicate safety through both verbal and non-verbal cues, including voice, breath, posture, and pacing.



Recognize your role as the emotional anchor of the space that is co-creating safety through your own regulation.

View safety as a dynamic, relational process built moment by moment through breath, presence, and
attunement.

Deepen your facilitation through personal reflection and nervous system awareness practices.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 7...

What We’ll Explore Together:

Why your nervous system is the most important tool in the room

How to track your own activation and stay centered during sessions

Common relational dynamics that arise in facilitation (e.g., merging, rescuing)
Sustainable self-care practices for facilitators before, during, and after sessions

Facilitator Reflection and Practice

Use the following prompts and practices to reflect on your own growth as a facilitator and integrate the skills
from this module into your sessions.

Self-Reflection Prompts
Reflect on the following questions after reviewing Module 6:

e When | facilitate, what small ways can | consciously communicate safety and permission through my
tone, pacing, and posture?

e How do | personally recognize when I'm regulated versus activated during a session? What does it feel
like in my body?

e What non-verbal habits (facial expression, posture, voice) could | bring more awareness to when holding
space?

e How comfortable am | with silence in sessions? How might | practice allowing more spaciousness without
rushing?

e When a participant shows visible emotion or release, what thoughts or assumptions arise for me? How
do | want to respond to those internally?

e What is one small way | can strengthen co-regulation in my next session—through my breath, pacing, or
energetic presence?

Mini Practice Assignments
Choose one or more of the following to practice before your next breathwork facilitation:

Pacing Practice:
Record yourself reading a few breathwork cues aloud.
Practice slowing your speech by 10-20%. Notice how it shifts your own regulation.

Posture Awareness:
Sit or stand in your typical facilitation posture.



Notice:

Is my jaw relaxed?

Are my shoulders soft?

Is my breath fluid and grounded?

Are my hands relaxed or gripping?

Adjust your posture to invite openness and steady presence.

Orienting Rehearsal:
Practice offering simple orienting invitations aloud- slowly and warmly.
Get comfortable integrating orienting language naturally into your cueing.

Internal Check-In During Sessions:
In your next breathwork session, pause at least twice and silently ask yourself:

e “How’s my breath?”
e “How’s my body?”
e “Am | connected to myself right now?”

Small self-checks build internal co-regulation and model presence for the room.

Participant Aftercare Handout
Integrating Your Breathwork Experience: Gentle Aftercare Suggestions

Breathwork often stirs deep emotional, somatic, and energetic shifts.
What you feel immediately after and in the days following matters.

Here are some gentle practices you can use to support your integration:
The Evening After Your Breathwork Session:

Hydrate: Drink plenty of water to support physical and emotional detox.

Rest: Prioritize quiet time and extra sleep if possible.

Journal: Gently reflect on any emotions, sensations, or images that surfaced.

Move Gently: Stretch, walk, or sway your body to stay connected.

Anchor Yourself: Practice a simple grounding exercise (feel your feet on the floor, name five things you
can see).

The Next Day:

e Notice: Pay attention to your dreams, mood, and physical sensations.

e Be Gentle: Avoid overwhelming activities if possible. Create space for stillness.

e Support Your Nervous System: Spend time in nature, listen to calming music, or practice slow,
intentional breathing.

In the Following Days:



e Integration Takes Time: Emotional insights, body sensations, or intuitive clarity may continue to emerge.
Let them unfold naturally.
e Reach Out if Needed: If intense emotions arise, seek supportive connection (trusted friend, therapist, or

your facilitator).
e Trust Your Process: There’s no “right” way to integrate. Your body and spirit know the pace.

Remember:
You are your own best guide.
Trust what you need and honor what arises with tenderness and care.



MODULE 7
Facilitator Self-Regulation + Care



Module 7: Facilitator Self-Regulation + Care

Outcome: Participants will develop skills to track their own nervous system responses during facilitation,
maintain attuned relational boundaries, and build sustainable practices to protect their own resilience and
well-being over time.

In trauma-informed breathwork, what you offer participants isn't just the structure of the session. It's the felt
sense of your own nervous system.

Before a participant hears your words or follows your breath cues, they are already unconsciously reading you:
your breath, your posture, your presence.

This biological, relational process is called co-regulation.

Co-Regulation: The Nervous System’s First Language
Before participants respond to your words, your music, or your cues. They respond to your nervous system.
Co-regulation is the biological process where one nervous system influences and attunes to another.

It happens automatically and unconsciously, through tone of voice, posture, breath rhythm, facial expression,
and energetic presence.

When your nervous system is steady, open, and grounded, participants' nervous systems pick up those signals
and are more likely to settle, trust, and explore safely.

When your nervous system is rushed, tense, shut down, or over-activated,
participants may unconsciously mirror those states—becoming anxious, guarded, or overwhelmed.

Your state leads.
You are not neutral energy in the room. You are the living, breathing invitation into regulation.

This is why tracking your own breath, posture, energy, and presence moment-by-moment matters as much as
the breathwork itself.

Key Point:
Co-regulation is the foundation of nervous system safety.
It is not something you "do" to participants. It is something you become through presence.

If co-regulation is the first language of the room, then tracking your own nervous system becomes your first act
of leadership.

Tracking Your Own Nervous System as a Guide

Before you can support participants' nervous systems, you must stay connected to your own.



In breathwork facilitation, your nervous system is the first instrument in the room.
Your breath, posture, energy, and presence speak louder than your words.
Key Concepts:

® Your nervous system sets the energetic tone participants attune to (neuroception).
e Tracking yourself in real time helps you stay relational—not reactive or performative.

Signs You Are Staying Regulated:

Breath is fluid and easy.
Posture is relaxed but alert.
Energy feels connected, curious, and open.

Able to maintain internal awareness without collapsing into participants' experiences.
Signs You May Be Leaving Your Range:

Breath becomes shallow, held, or rushed.
Posture tenses (e.g., shoulders rise, jaw tightens).

Urge to "fix," "prove," or control the room.

Feeling pulled into participant emotions (merging) or distancing/cutting off (dissociating).
IMPORTANT NOTE:

Sometimes, a facilitator’s own dysregulation can look like striving, such as pushing the session toward intensity,
catharsis, or “breakthrough.”

This can be a sign that you’re unconsciously seeking emotional validation or co-opting the energy of the room to
regulate yourself.

Overuse of activating practices, rushing pacing, or trying to “make something happen” may reflect sympathetic
dominance in the facilitator.

If you notice these impulses, pause and return to your body. The most impactful sessions often emerge from
attunement and stillness, not performance.

Managing Relational Dynamics: Transference, Countertransference, and Merging

Relational dynamics naturally arise in breathwork, especially when participants are accessing deep emotional
states.

Key Concepts:

Transference: Participants may unconsciously project feelings onto the facilitator based on past relationships
(e.g., seeing you as a rescuer, authority figure, or betrayer).

Countertransference: Facilitators can unconsciously react emotionally based on their own unresolved material.

Merging vs Joining:



Joining is empathic connection while maintaining boundaries.
Merging is losing your center by over-identifying, over-helping, or absorbing participant distress.
Facilitator Self-Check:

Am | trying to fix, rescue, or save this participant?

Am | feeling over-responsible for their experience?

Am | disconnecting or shutting down emotionally?

Am | trying to create intensity to feel effective or to regulate my own energy?

Mantra to Hold:

e "Stay close without losing yourself"
e Compassion without merging.
e Presence without over-carrying.

Staying Grounded Before, During, and After Sessions

Trauma-informed facilitation starts before the first breath cue and continues after the session ends.
Before Sessions:

e Short grounding practice (2—5 minutes).
e Orienting to your body, breath, and present environment.
e Setting an internal intention for attuned presence.

During Sessions:

Internal self-checks:

"How’s my breath?"

"How’s my posture?"

"Am | connected to myself right now?"

Normalize pausing to re-center yourself if needed.

After Sessions:

Take time to shake off, reset, or decompress.
Brief reflective check-in:

"What stayed regulated?"

"Where did | tighten, merge, or lose center?"

Practice active closure for yourself, not just for participants.
Grounding isn’t a luxury. It’s a professional skill for ethical facilitation.
Building Your Ongoing Nervous System Care Toolkit

Facilitators are stewards of their own nervous system health, not just during sessions, but in daily life.



Key Practices for Ongoing Resilience:

e Daily Movement: Gentle exercise, stretching, dancing, walking.

e Vagal Toning Exercises: Humming, gargling, slow breathing practices.

e Boundaries with Tech/Media: Reducing overexposure to chaos and stimulation.

e Community Care: Regular connection with peers, consultation groups, or supervisors.

e Self-Compassion Practice: When dysregulation happens, meeting yourself with kindness, not shame.

Repair Practices When You Feel Dysregulated:

Reconnect to physical sensations (orienting to sights, sounds, textures).
Take slow, rhythmic breaths to downshift sympathetic activation.

Move your body to discharge tension (shaking, walking, stretching).
Reflect on what happened with curiosity, not blame.

Sustainable facilitators are not perfect facilitators.

Sustainable facilitators are regulated, reflective, and resourced.

Closing Reflection for Module 7

Sustainable breathwork facilitation begins with you.
Your nervous system is the first and last container participants meet in every session.

Tracking your own breath, energy, and presence isn't self-indulgent—it’s an act of integrity, safety, and care for
those you serve.

You can only guide others into deeper safety and resilience if you continually tend to your own.

Summary for Module 7: Facilitator Self-Regulation + Care

Your nervous system is the first instrument participants attune to.

Tracking yourself breath-by-breath keeps you relational, regulated, and responsive.
Recognizing transference, countertransference, and merging protects relational integrity.
Grounding practices before, during, and after sessions sustain co-regulation.

Daily nervous system care builds resilience far beyond individual sessions.

Sustainable facilitation is built through steady self-awareness, not through perfection.

Where We’re Headed Next in Module 8...
What We’ll Explore Together:

How identity, privilege, and positionality shape safety in breathwork spaces
Cultural and historical layers of trauma and their impact on breathwork
Facilitator practices that honor diversity and promote inclusion

Real-world scenarios for holding space with cultural humility



Facilitator Resource Page: Self-Regulation Practices
Supporting Your Own Nervous System Before, During, and After Breathwork
rounding Exerci for Facili r

Purpose:
To re-establish connection to your body and the present moment.
Use anytime before, during, or after sessions to anchor yourself and stay relational.

Simple Grounding Practices:

5-4-3-2-1 Sense Check:
Name 5 things you can see, 4 things you can feel, 3 things you can hear, 2 things you can smell, and 1 thing you
can taste.

Feet on the Ground:
Stand or sit with both feet flat. Gently press down and feel the ground pressing back.

Hands Over Heart or Belly:
Place one hand over your heart and one over your belly. Breathe slowly into your hands.

Name and Notice:

nn

Silently name objects around you: "chair," "floor," "plant," "window."

Orient outward to shift from internal overwhelm.

Body Scan Check-In:
Take 30-60 seconds to scan from head to toe. Notice sensations without judgment: tightness, openness,
neutrality.

Vagal Toning Exercises

Purpose:
To strengthen your vagus nerve pathways and increase your system’s ability to return to regulation after
activation.

Simple Vagal Tone Builders:

Humming:
Hum a song or a simple sound for several minutes. Feel the vibrations in your chest, throat, and face.

Slow Extended Exhales:
Inhale naturally, then make your exhale twice as long (e.g., inhale for 4, exhale for 8).

Gargling:
Gargle water loudly for 30 seconds. This activates muscles connected to the vagus nerve.



Cold Water Splash:
Splash cool water over your face, particularly your forehead, eyes, and cheeks, to engage the calming "dive
reflex."

Lion’s Breath:
Inhale deeply through your nose, then exhale forcefully through your mouth with your tongue outstretched,
making a strong "ha" sound.

Chanting or Vocal Toning:
Sustain vowel sounds like “Ommm,” “Ahhh,” or "Uhhh" for 10—20 seconds to stimulate vocal and vagal pathways.

Gentle Neck and Shoulder Rolling:
Slowly roll your shoulders and gently stretch your neck side-to-side. Soften the jaw and throat.

Eyes-Softening Practice:
Soften your gaze without closing your eyes fully. Relax the muscles around the eyes and allow peripheral vision
to expand.

Left Nostril Breathing:
Gently close your right nostril with a finger. Breathe slowly in and out through the left nostril only.
Practice for 2—3 minutes. This supports parasympathetic calming and can reduce anxiety or agitation.

Self-Compassion Practices for Facilitators

Purpose:
To respond to your own imperfections and challenges with kindness, protecting your energy and sustainability.

Simple Self-Compassion Practices:
The Self-Compassion Break (adapted from Kristin Neff):

Step 1: Acknowledge the moment: "This is hard right now."
Step 2: Remember common humanity: "Everyone struggles sometimes."
Step 3: Offer kindness: "May | be kind to myself in this moment."

Hand on Heart with Gentle Mantra:
Place a hand on your heart. Silently say something compassionate like:

"I'm doing the best | can."
"lt's okay to be human."
"I'm allowed to pause and breathe."

Name the Critic Gently:
When harsh self-talk arises, notice it without judgment: "That's my inner critic.
Then re-anchor with kindness: "l don't have to believe everything it says."

Permission Slip Practice:
Write yourself a permission slip before sessions:



"l give myself permission to be imperfect.”
"l give myself permission to pause when needed."
"l give myself permission to honor my nervous system."

Final Reminder:

Facilitation is a relational practice.
You are not a machine delivering breathwork. You are a human being offering your regulation, presence, and
steadiness as a living invitation to safety.

Taking care of your own nervous system is not separate from your work.
It is the foundation of ethical, sustainable trauma-informed facilitation.

Breathe. Anchor. Soften. Stay connected to yourself moment by moment.
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Module 8: Culture, Identity, and Inclusion in Breathwork Spaces

Outcome: Expand your capacity to hold inclusive, attuned breathwork spaces with cultural humility, identity
awareness, and relational sensitivity. Understand how power, language, and lived experience impact healing in
group settings.

Important Note:

The goal of this module is to build awareness and deepen relational safety within breathwork spaces.

This is about cultivating an informed, compassionate presence that acknowledges the many ways trauma,
identity, and culture intersect with breathwork. It is not about assuming authority, assigning blame, or policing
others' experiences.

Some of the material in this module may invite reflection or stir emotions. You are encouraged to engage with it
at your own pace, approaching it with self-compassion, openness, and curiosity. The focus is not on mastering
every concept, but on expanding our ability to meet a diverse range of human experiences with care and
humility.

This curriculum as a whole reflects the lens of a white-bodied, U.S.-based, cisgender trauma psychologist. It is
shaped by years of clinical practice, lived experience, and deep learning in collaboration with diverse
colleagues, clients, and communities. While it strives to center relational and cultural humility, it is not neutral or
universal. Readers are encouraged to engage critically, adapt contextually, and remain rooted in the wisdom of
their own identities and communities.

You don’t have to know everything to show up well. What matters most is a willingness to stay present, to listen
deeply, and to repair when needed. There is room for your questions, your discomfort, and your growth. You are
invited to stay in the learning, without pressure to be perfect.

In contrast, some participants, often those socialized into dominant identities, may feel more entitled or
accustomed to occupying space through frequent, extended verbal sharing. While this may be their authentic
processing style, it's essential for facilitators to notice when certain voices begin to dominate and unintentionally
crowd out others.

It's also important to recognize that who speaks and who stays silent is not only shaped by identity or privilege,
but by personal temperament, trauma history, safety in the room, and cultural values around expression. For
example, a person from a dominant identity may withhold sharing due to internalized shame, while someone
from a historically marginalized background may speak openly in spaces where they feel seen. What matters is
not labeling styles of engagement, but attuning to whose voices are centered, whose are missing, and what
unspoken norms might be shaping the room.

1. Why Cultural Humility Matters in Breathwork Spaces

Trauma is not only personal. It is cultural, historical, systemic, and collective.



Breathwork spaces hold the potential to support healing or to inadvertently mirror past harm. Facilitators have a
responsibility to create conditions that reduce the risk of retraumatization.

Safety is not a one-size-fits-all experience. What feels safe to one participant may feel unsafe or unfamiliar to
another.

Cultural humility includes acknowledging the facilitator's own positionality and how their identity (race, gender,
ability, education, size, etc.) may impact participant perception and felt safety in the space.

Example: “I know | move and breathe in ways that reflect my able-bodied experience. | want to acknowledge
that and remind you: there’s no ‘right’ way to engage here. Please honor your own range of motion, pace, and
breath. You get to adapt this practice to what feels good and accessible in your body.”

Example: “l recognize that as a male facilitator, especially in a healing space that invites vulnerability, my
presence may land differently for some of you. If anything | say or do doesn’t feel supportive, please know you
have full permission to take space, adjust, or share that with me. My intention is to offer grounded presence, not
pressure.”

Wellness spaces have historically centered and reflected certain identities (often white, cisgender, able-bodied,
and thin), which can impact how safe or welcome others feel when they don't see themselves represented. If
you hold one or more of these identities, it’s important to recognize that your presence may carry unspoken
weight for participants whose bodies and identities haven’t always been honored in these environments. This
isn’t about blame. It’s about cultivating trust, transparency, and spaces that feel more inclusive for everyone.

Cultural humility is a shared practice of curiosity and openness. It is an ongoing commitment to honoring
each person’s lived experience without assumption or authority.

2. Understanding Collective and Intergenerational Trauma

Collective Trauma: Shared trauma experienced by a group or community, often rooted in systemic harm such as
war, colonization, systemic racism, forced migration, slavery, genocide, oppression, or displacement. It lives in
the nervous system and social fabric of communities, shaping collective memory, identity, and relational safety,
sometimes for generations.

Intergenerational Trauma: Trauma responses, dysregulation patterns, and survival strategies that are passed
through families or communities across generations. These can show up in beliefs about safety, worth,
expression, or belonging, even when the original trauma is not consciously remembered.

How this may show up in a breathwork class:

In communities impacted by displacement, war, or chronic surveillance, “surrendering” or “letting go” can feel
like a threat, not a relief. Breathwork practices that invite surrender may unintentionally activate survival
responses rooted in generational vigilance and hyper-awareness.

For individuals from cultures that prioritize privacy, community cohesion, or emotional containment, any
expectation to “open up” in group sharing may conflict with protective norms passed down through generations.



These values may also reflect cultural traditions that center communal identity, interdependence, or spiritual
guidance. In many lineages, healing is inherently collective, practiced through ancestral honoring, community
gathering, ritual, or song.

As facilitators, it’s vital to recognize that not all healing emerges through individual processing. Breathwork may
intersect with a participant’s relational or spiritual lineage, and honoring those frameworks, without appropriating
them, requires cultural humility, curiosity, and respect.

Sometimes a participant’s emotional release may carry more than their personal story. Intense crying, shaking, or
dissociative responses may reflect collective grief, echoing ancestral trauma and lived history. These
expressions are not disproportionate; they are layered.

3. Supporting a Range of Participant Needs with Cultural Humility

Trauma-informed breathwork spaces recognize that participants bring diverse identities, histories, and
relationships to the body, breath, and healing. These lived experiences don’t make facilitation harder.
They deepen the potential for relational attunement, care, and trust-building.

As a facilitator, your role is to create space where difference is not just acknowledged, but welcomed.
That includes being attuned to how identity and systemic trauma may shape someone’s experience in
breathwork:

BIPOC participants may carry generational or personal experiences of surveillance, tokenization, or harm
in group spaces.

LGBTQIA+ participants may have learned to conceal parts of themselves to stay safe—and may feel more
present when inclusion is named explicitly.

Neurodivergent participants may engage breathwork through sensory, pacing, or movement preferences
that differ from neurotypical norms.

Participants in larger bodies may hold memories of shaming or erasure in movement-based or medical
spaces.

Disabled participants may encounter physical, sensory, or attitudinal barriers that require flexible,
collaborative facilitation.

English-language learners may benefit from visual demonstrations, plain language, or slower cues, not
because they’re confused, but because access matters.

Participants with class-based trauma or financial stress may experience internalized messages about
worthiness, access, or belonging.

Holding space across difference isn’t about doing everything perfectly. It's about staying open, relational,
and responsive.



The invitation is to co-create environments where regulation, voice, and agency are possible for
everyone.

How this may show up in breathwork:

(Note: These examples are not assumptions about identity groups. They are illustrations of how cultural context,
systemic oppression, and intergenerational messaging can shape how people show up in healing spaces.

They are offered not to pathologize behavior, but to remind facilitators that what may seem like withdrawal,
resistance, or over-compliance is often a deeply intelligent survival strategy shaped by real-world experience.)

In many cultural contexts, deference to authority or group cohesion is emphasized over individual expression. A
participant who follows every cue but remains silent may not be disengaged. They may be honoring deeply
ingrained values of respect, restraint, or emotional privacy that helped them belong or survive within their family
or community system.

For participants whose first language isn’t English, silence or hesitation may reflect fear of being misunderstood
or shamed, a fear often reinforced by past experiences in medical, academic, or institutional spaces. Their
quietness isn’t disinterest; it’s an adaptive strategy to maintain dignity in a space that may feel unfamiliar or
inaccessible.

Some participants may appear hyper-compliant or self-reliant. For people socialized to distrust systems due to
immigration history, racism, or generational betrayal by institutions, relying only on oneself can feel safer than
vulnerability. This isn't avoidance; it's practiced survival intelligence.

Facilitator Scenarios:

A neurodivergent participant opts to sit up and rock gently during the breathwork journey. The facilitator quietly
normalizes that "your body knows how it needs to move".

At the start of the session, the facilitator invites participants to choose the position that feels most supportive
(seated in a chair, lying down, standing, or gently moving.) They clearly state that there is no ideal posture for
breathwork, and that all positions are valid ways to engage.

One participant, who uses a mobility aid, chooses to remain seated. The facilitator continues offering breath
cues accessible from multiple body positions, using inclusive language like:

“Whether you’re upright or reclined, you’re invited to follow the rhythm that feels most sustainable in your body
today.”

Rather than asking participants to “trust their body,” the facilitator says:
“You are the expert on what feels right for you today. This space honors the way you choose to participate.”

During the opening circle, participants are invited, but not required, to share their name or a word about how
they’re arriving. One participant chooses not to speak. The facilitator doesn’t call attention to this and models
that silence is an equally valid form of participation. After the session, the facilitator reflects on how often
wellness spaces subtly expect personal disclosure, and how that expectation can unintentionally signal
pressure, especially for those whose identities have historically been questioned or marginalized. They commit



to continuing to structure openings in a way that normalizes choice, centers privacy, and ensures that no
participant feels spotlighted or erased. The facilitator also considers the possibility of the omitting the
expectation that anyone share their information before or after class.

In preparing for a breathwork session, the facilitator avoids language that may carry spiritual, religious, or
hierarchical undertones, such as “surrender,” “drop in,” or “let go.” Instead, they offer cues like “soften where you
can,” “notice what’s present,” or “stay with what feels supportive in this moment.” They understand that for many
participants, especially those from high-control environments or religious trauma backgrounds, words like
“surrender” may evoke a sense of pressure, fear, or disempowerment. Rather than asking participants to yield or
release, the facilitator focuses on language that centers choice, agency, and moment-to-moment awareness.
They see this not as limiting the experience—but as expanding the accessibility of the practice.

Examples of alternatives to words similar to surrender: “Stay with what feels steady”, “Soften where it feels
supportive”, “Ease into your own rhythm?”, “Notice what is present for you now.”

4. Language, Power, and Practices That Promote Inclusion
Use invitational language ("You are welcome to...", "l invite you to..." instead of "You should...").
Offer opt-out options as well as modifications/adaptations without singling participants out.

Example phrasing throughout session: "If at any point you'd like to pause, modify, or simply breathe at your own
pace, that is always honored here." (include examples of modifications)

Avoid assuming that “safety” looks like stillness, tears, or catharsis. For some, safety looks like quiet observation,
stiliness, or deliberate disengagement from intense expression.

Normalize all forms of participation, including stillness, movement, emotion, rest, and silence, before the
practice begins.

For example, you might say: “There’s no right way to do this. You’re welcome to engage fully, take breaks, or
simply be present and observe. Resting, adjusting, or even opting out are all valid ways of participating. Please
honor what feels supportive in your body today.”

Offering this type of invitation upfront communicates that the space is built on autonomy, not performance, and
helps prevent misinterpretation of quietness or non-responsiveness as resistance.

Not everyone processes through verbal emotional disclosure. For many participants, especially those shaped by
cultural, gendered, or trauma-informed conditioning, staying silent or internally present may be the most
regulated choice available. Listening, regulating breath, or gently nodding may be signs of deep engagement,
not avoidance.

In contrast, some participants, often those socialized into dominant identities, may feel more entitled or
accustomed to occupying space through frequent, extended verbal sharing. While this may be their authentic
processing style, it’s essential for facilitators to notice when certain voices begin to dominate and unintentionally
crowd out others.



Attuning to the group’s demographic makeup and energy can guide how to balance airtime, slow down the
pace, and invite more equitable contribution.

Inclusive facilitation requires not just permission to speak, but a structure that protects shared space.

Power and Positionality in Breathwork Facilitation

Creating inclusive spaces requires more than thoughtful language and adaptations. It also involves deep
reflection on the dynamics of power and positionality that exist between facilitators and participants.

In any healing or wellness space, the role of the facilitator comes with inherent power. This power is not
inherently negative, but it is always present. Being trauma-informed means actively acknowledging and
engaging with that power, rather than pretending neutrality.

Why Power Matters

Even the gentlest guidance can carry weight. A softly spoken suggestion, an invitation to breathe a certain way,

or even prolonged eye contact may land as pressure, especially for participants who have experienced harm in

hierarchical or authority-based relationships, whether in families, schools, religious institutions, medical systems,
or therapy.

Participants may say "yes" out of politeness, freeze under perceived expectation, or push past their capacity in
an attempt to belong. These responses are not a failure of regulation, they're often a legacy of survival.

Cultural Assumptions Within Wellness Spaces
Many breathwork and wellness spaces carry unspoken assumptions about:

What healing "should" look like (e.g., catharsis, emotional release)

How participants should engage (e.g., openness, vulnerability)

What bodies can or should do (e.g., lie down, move freely, emote visibly)

Who breathwork is designed for (often unconsciously centered around white, able-bodied, middle-class
norms)

These assumptions can marginalize participants whose experiences or expressions fall outside those
expectations. If unexamined, they can unintentionally recreate exclusion, pressure, or harm, even in
well-meaning spaces.

Facilitator Self-Reflection
Power-aware facilitators engage in ongoing self-reflection:

e What identities and authority do | carry, and how might those impact this space?

e How do | make room for different forms of participation, such as silence, skepticism, stiliness, or
guardedness?

e What assumptions do | hold about what "growth" or "transformation" looks like? Where did | learn those?



e How do | respond when someone says no, sets a boundary, or opts out?
Shifting From Control to Collaboration

Trauma-informed facilitation isn't about being passive. It's about being intentional. It means using your role not to
direct, fix, or perform, but to:

Create conditions for self-trust

Normalize autonomy and adaptation

Make safety explicit, not assumed

Stay open to being questioned or challenged without defensiveness

You don’t need to be perfect to be safe. You need to be responsive, reflective, and real.

Cultural humility and power-awareness are not boxes to check; they are lifelong practices of attunement and
accountability.

"The goal is not to erase power, but to hold it with care, in service of liberation, not control.”
This is the deeper work of inclusion. It happens not just in content, but in how we teach, lead, and listen.

Being culturally responsive means attuning to who is in the room and adjusting your approach accordingly.
Every group brings its own dynamic, shaped by visible and invisible identities.

Beyond Reflection: Cultural Bias and Facilitator Responsibility
While reflection is essential, it's not enough.

Trauma-informed, inclusive facilitation requires naming and dismantling cultural assumptions baked into many
breathwork and wellness spaces. These assumptions often center whiteness, individualism, body-centrism, and
emotional expressiveness as signs of “progress” or “healing.”

Facilitators must not only ask reflective questions but also take concrete steps to:

De-center their own preferences and embodiment style as the standard
Actively make room for diverse relational, emotional, and somatic norms
Create environments that validate both visibility and invisibility, expressiveness and privacy

Examine how “safety” is defined, and for whom

This means examining the cultural foundations of your training, the norms embedded in your language, and the
expectations you carry around healing and expression.

It involves recognizing when your own framework may not fit the lived experience of someone else and being
willing to adapt, step back, and co-create a more inclusive space.

It also means embracing discomfort as part of the learning process, and releasing the assumption that one path
or presentation of healing is universal.



"Inclusion isn’t achieved by making space for others in your existing framework. It’'s about reshaping the
framework altogether.”

Rupture and Repair in Facilitated Spaces

Despite the most thoughtful intentions and inclusive design, moments of harm, misattunement, or exclusion can
still happen between participants, or between facilitators and participants. These are known as ruptures.

What defines a trauma-informed space is not the absence of rupture, but the capacity to recognize it and
respond with care.

Facilitators must be prepared not only to notice when harm may have occurred, but to take ownership and
initiate repair without defensiveness. This might include:

Acknowledging a misstep in language, tone, or intervention

Checking in with a participant privately if something seemed off or shut down

Naming a dynamic that unfolded between participants in a way that protects the dignity of those involved
Offering a clear apology, when appropriate, that centers the impact not the intention

Revisiting group agreements, clarifying boundaries, or slowing the pace to reestablish trust

"Repair isn’t about saying the perfect thing. It’s about staying connected, accountable, and human in the
moments that matter most."

Scenarios might include:

A participant makes a racially insensitive comment during group sharing, and others visibly withdraw. The
facilitator steps in, gently pauses the conversation, and names the harm without shaming the speaker. They
check in with the group afterward, reaffirm group agreements, and invite follow-up dialogue if needed.

A participant expresses that a breath prompt felt coercive. The facilitator thanks them for their honesty, reflects
openly on the power dynamics at play, and adjusts their language moving forward.

Including a structure for repair, such as anonymous feedback, group check-ins, or 1:1 debrief opportunities,
supports psychological safety over time.

Reflection Prompts:

What assumptions do | hold about what participation “should” look like in breathwork? Where did those
expectations come from?

How might my tone, pacing, or word choices unintentionally create pressure, especially for those who are new,
quiet, or navigating cultural differences?

In what ways can | signal that stillness, rest, and silence are equally valid forms of participation?

What might be unspoken in the room that shapes who feels free to speak and who stays silent? What can | do to
make the invitation clearer and the space more affirming, without assuming | already know what’s needed?



What cultural norms or assumptions might be embedded in how | facilitate? Who is centered by those norms and
who might feel excluded?

When a rupture occurs, do | know how to name it, take responsibility, and repair in a way that restores dignity
and trust?

5. Participant—Participant Dynamics

While much of trauma-informed facilitation centers on how the facilitator holds space, it’s equally important to
attend to what unfolds between participants.

In group settings, moments of misunderstanding, misattunement, or harm may arise, even in inclusive
environments.

This can include cultural insensitivity, microaggressions, uninvited feedback, or spiritual bypassing during group
shares or integration discussions.

Facilitators play a key role in recognizing and responding to these dynamics in real time.

This doesn’t mean calling out individuals harshly, but rather holding the group with enough awareness, structure,
and care to intervene when needed, name what happened, and support repair.

In many group settings, a pattern can emerge where participants from dominant identities take up
disproportionate time or energy during shares or check-ins. This often goes unchallenged in wellness spaces,
but it can replicate broader cultural dynamics where those most accustomed to being heard unconsciously
dominate the room.

Facilitators can prevent this by setting clear time guidelines, actively rotating attention, and stating up front that
presence does not require disclosure. For example:

“Let’s aim to keep our shares to a few sentences, so we can hear from as many voices as possible.”
“We’ll pause here and make space for anyone we haven’t heard from yet.”
“If you’ve spoken already, we invite you to just hold space and listen for a few minutes.”

These small, proactive moves help protect group cohesion and create a space where no one feels
pressured to perform, and no one feels erased.

Examples might include:

A participant makes an assumption about another’s experience during a share. The facilitator gently reminds the
group that interpretation or advice-giving is discouraged, and invites a return to listening and containment.

A participant is misgendered during group discussion. The facilitator gently corrects the language in the moment
without spotlighting the individual, reaffirms the group agreement around inclusive language, and checks in with
the impacted participant afterward to offer care and repair.
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Establishing group agreements early on (e.g., “listen without fixing, pause
before responding”) and revisiting them when needed can help maintain trust and mutual respect in the room.

speak from your own experience,

Group safety is not just shaped by the facilitator’s tone. It is co-created in the culture participants are supported
in building together.

Having a clear, compassionate framework in place supports both the person impacted and the group as a whole.
Reflection Prompts:
How do | recognize and affirm nonverbal forms of engagement, especially in a group setting?

How might my assumptions about “sharing” unintentionally pressure someone to perform healing in ways that
don’t feel authentic to them?

How will | respond if a participant says something culturally insensitive during group sharing?

What structure is in place to support repair and protect others in the room?

6. Consent, Touch, and Spatial Awareness

Trauma-informed care includes sensitivity to space, proximity, and physical presence.

Cultural, personal, and neurodivergent needs vary widely around touch, eye contact, and closeness.
Always ask for consent before offering touch, adjustments, or coming into someone's personal space.
Normalize participant choices around physical distance, posture, and expression without pathologizing.

Facilitator Prompt: “Your breath and body belong to you. To help you feel supported on your terms, you'll find a
two-sided card near your mat. If you’d like support or closer presence during the session, place the green side
facing up. If you prefer space or no contact, keep the red side facing up. I'll follow your lead and honor whatever
you choose.”

7. Avoiding Spiritual Bypassing, Cultural Appropriation, and Subtle Harm
Spiritual bypassing is using spiritual ideas to avoid acknowledging real emotional, systemic, or cultural pain.

Common phrases like "We are all one" or "Love is the answer" can unintentionally minimize real lived
experiences.

How spiritual bypassing may show up in breathwork:
Overemphasis on "transcending" pain without validating the reality of oppression or historical harm.

Suggesting that participants "release" emotions without honoring the protective role those emotions have
played.

Safer framing:



"We welcome whatever is present for you today, trusting that your body holds deep wisdom about what is ready
to be seen, felt, or protected that is just right for you."

Cultural appropriation can occur when practices, music, rituals, or symbols from marginalized cultures are
used without proper context, permission, or acknowledgment.

Many wellness spaces reflect cultural norms that are often shaped by whiteness, even if unintentionally. Without
reflection, this can sometimes lead to spiritual bypassing or the use of practices from marginalized communities
in ways that lack context or connection.

How cultural appropriation may show up in breathwork:

Music & Sound

Playing music that is sacred or deeply cultural without understanding its meaning.

Using sound healing instruments (e.g., Tibetan bowls, didgeridoos) without cultural context or lineage.
Language & Mantras

Reciting words or phrases from other cultures (e.g., Sanskrit mantras, Indigenous affirmations, “Om”) without
knowing their meaning, significance, or correct pronunciation.

Ceremony & Lineage

Referring to breathwork as a “shamanic” practice without training or permission from a specific Indigenous
lineage.

Using chants, prayers, or ceremonial rituals from Indigenous or marginalized communities without honoring their
origins or sacred context.

Symbols & Aesthetics

Blending multiple spiritual symbols or practices (chakras, smudging, sacred geometry) into one session without
context or acknowledgment.

Creating altars or spaces using sacred items from multiple traditions (e.g., rosaries, statues, medicine wheels)
without knowledge or consent.

Facilitator Scenario:

A participant asks about the meaning of a large crystal grid and feather bundle displayed at the front of the
room. The facilitator realizes they’re unsure of the cultural roots of some of the objects and explains that the
intention was aesthetic and grounding. The participant reflects that certain objects can feel sacred or symbolic,
and their use may not feel neutral to everyone. The facilitator takes this to heart and considers simplifying the
space to include more universal grounding elements or inviting participants to bring personal objects instead.

Safer practices:

Choose music intentionally and consider the cultural significance behind it.



When drawing from traditions not your own, honor their roots explicitly and seek consent where possible.
Avoid using cultural elements as "aesthetic" or "spiritual tools" without understanding their depth and meaning.
Debrief Questions if Cultural Harm is Realized:

What signals or body language suggested that something may have been missed?

How can | stay open and curious rather than defensive?

Is there an opportunity to acknowledge the harm without needing to "explain" or "justify"?

How can | support participant repair, choice, and autonomy moving forward?

What might | need to adjust in future sessions (music, language, rituals, space) to better honor cultural
safety?

8. Holding Ritual with Care and Consent

Rituals in breathwork, such as altars, incense, music, or symbols, carry relational, symbolic, and often ancestral
meaning. Even when they seem simple or universal, they are emotionally potent and culturally rooted.

While cultural appropriation refers to using practices from marginalized cultures without context, consent, or

relationship, ritual sensitivity broadens the lens. It includes intention, cultural acknowledgment, and collective
impact. What is intended as grounding or sacred can unintentionally create harm, confusion, or exclusion if it
lacks clarity and care.

Practicing ritual sensitivity means honoring both the personal and collective weight of these elements. It involves
choosing them with cultural humility, clarity of purpose, and respect for their origins, not because they feel
“powerful” or “spiritual,” but because they align with the space and serve the group.

Before using any ritual tool, ask yourself:

Why am | including this?

Do | understand where it comes from?

Have | credited or named its source?

Does it serve the session or my identity as a facilitator?

Ritual sensitivity is ultimately about relational awareness, consent, and accountability. While not all ritual
misuse is explicitly cultural appropriation, the two often overlap, especially when sacred symbols, sounds, or
practices are borrowed from marginalized cultures by those outside that lineage.

If a facilitator uses ritual elements from a tradition that is not their own and does so without direct relationship,
permission, or contextual understanding, this constitutes appropriation.

In these moments, ritual sensitivity isn’t just about good intentions; it's about recognizing impact, taking
responsibility, and adjusting our practices to restore safety and trust. It means asking hard, reflective
questions like: Whose tradition is this? How did | come into contact with it? Do | have the cultural right to use it?

To be clear, asking “Do I have the cultural right to use this?” means more than whether it feels resonant or
meaningful. It asks:

e |s this part of my cultural or ancestral lineage?



Have | been entrusted with it by someone with cultural authority?

Do | understand its history, significance, and the harm that can come from misuse?

Could my use of this ritual, sound, or symbol unintentionally cause erasure, misrepresentation, or harm?
Respect for sacred practices begins with knowing when they are not ours to use and choosing integrity
over aesthetic.

This section offers tools for approaching ritual with respect, trauma-awareness, and cultural care for all
identities.



Why this matters:

Many ritual tools used in breathwork, like sage, sound bowls, or altars, originate in Indigenous, Eastern, or
African traditions. When used without acknowledgment or connection, they can feel appropriative, spiritually
intrusive, or unsafe for participants from those cultures.

Rituals also shape the emotional tone of a session.

When facilitators use sacred objects, symbols, or sounds, they are not just “setting a vibe”, they are introducing
meaning that impacts everyone present. This should be done with care, cultural clarity, and collective
awareness.

a) Examples of Ritual Insensitivity in Breathwork:

Cleansing Practices

Using smudging (sage, palo santo) without understanding their sacred role in Native traditions

Burning herbs or incense from specific cultures without awareness of their ceremonial or spiritual significance
Spiritual Language and Framing

Referring to sessions as “ceremonies” without proper cultural lineage or communal permission

Incorporating religious symbols or language (e.g., “divine masculine/feminine,” chakras, ancestor work) without
knowing their origins

Opening or closing sessions with a group chant or prayer from a specific culture or religion without context or
invitation

Visual Symbols and Altars

Creating an altar with items from multiple spiritual traditions (e.g., Buddha statues, Catholic rosaries, Native
medicine wheels) without understanding their significance or inviting participant consent

Displaying ritual objects without clarity on their cultural meaning, potentially evoking distress or disorientation
Dress and Presentation

Wearing ritual clothing, jewelry, or face markings associated with specific spiritual practices without belonging to
or honoring that tradition

Sound and Tools

Using sound healing instruments (e.g., Tibetan singing bowls, Native drums, didgeridoos) without understanding
their cultural origins or meaning

Symbolic Interpretation



Assigning meaning or insight from symbols (e.g., spirit animals, ancestor messages, oracle cards) that may
overstep or overwrite participant belief systems

b) Facilitator Scenario:

A participant shares discomfort with the use of burning sage during a session. The facilitator pauses, thanks
them for the feedback, and opens a conversation about how to create more inclusive and consensual space
moving forward.

Before the session, the facilitator lights incense and arranges a large altar featuring a blend of spiritual symbols
(such as Buddha statues, feathers, crystals, and candles.) A participant from a devout religious background
becomes visibly uneasy and later shares that the combination of objects felt disorienting and spiritually intrusive.
The facilitator thanks them for their honesty, reflects on how mixed-symbol altars can carry unintended meaning,
and asks if the participant would feel more comfortable bringing a personal grounding item next time.

c) Reflection Questions for Ritual Use:

Where did | learn this practice or tool?

Do | belong to the lineage this comes from, or am | borrowing it?

Have | named the tradition this ritual is drawn from?

Would someone from this tradition feel honored or harmed by how I’'m using it?
Is this practice serving the participant or my identity as a facilitator?

d) Safer practices:
Be transparent about your use of ritual elements and where they come from.
Invite participants to bring their own grounding objects or meaning-making practices.

Include a brief note in your registration materials, consent forms, or event description that outlines what ritual
elements (e.g., incense, sound bowls, chants, altar objects) may be used. This allows participants to make
informed choices about their comfort and readiness before entering the space.

Optional wording for waiver: “This session may include the optional use of incense, sound healing instruments
(such as singing bowils or drums), and symbolic altar items. If you have sensitivities or cultural considerations
around these elements, you are welcome to let the facilitator know or request modifications.”

When in doubt, prioritize simplicity, choice, and consent over aesthetics or performance.

The heart of ritual is relationship. When we approach it with curiosity, respect, and intention, ritual can become a
powerful way to foster connection, presence, and meaning. When we use it without context, it risks becoming
performative.

As a facilitator, you don’t need to use more to offer more. Sometimes the most powerful container is the one
built from clarity, humility, and a deep respect for what'’s truly needed in the room.

Summary for Module 8: Cultural Humility and Identity Awareness

e Cultural humility is a lifelong practice rooted in openness, accountability, and relationship.



Identity, culture, and systemic trauma shape how participants experience safety, voice, and breath.
Facilitators must recognize their positionality and the power they hold in the room.

Inclusive language, pacing, and participation options support autonomy and reduce harm.
Collective and intergenerational trauma may show up in layered ways during breathwork.

Group dynamics can reflect social hierarchies. Facilitators must create space for all voices.

Rituals and symbols require cultural clarity, consent, and intention to avoid appropriation.

When harm occurs, facilitators are responsible for repair that centers impact and dignity.

Inclusion isn’t about perfection. It’s about being responsive, reflective, and real.

Where We’re Headed Next...
What We’ll Explore Together:

The ethical foundation of trauma-informed facilitation

How to recognize your scope and when to refer out

How to build a referral network rooted in trauma-informed care

Sample scripts, aftercare guidance, and boundaries that protect everyone

Facilitator Reflection and Practice: Next Steps

As you integrate the material from this module, consider these trauma-informed practices to continue
deepening your cultural humility:

Continue tracking your own biases, assumptions, and blind spots with kindness, not shame. Awareness is not
about perfection, but about presence and repair.

Normalize the possibility of harm occurring even with good intentions, and respond with openness rather than
defensiveness.

Stay curious. When something feels “off” or someone gives feedback, pause to explore rather than explain.
Ask participants: “What helps you feel safe or welcome here?” and be willing to adjust based on the answer.

Revisit your use of language, music, rituals, and symbols regularly. Inclusion is a practice, not a one-time
checklist.

Consider where you can actively shift power by co-creating space agreements, inviting participant feedback, or
adapting structures in response to lived experiences. Welcoming diversity is only one step; safety is built
through relational accountability.

Keep learning about the line between inspiration and appropriation. When in doubt, simplify, honor, and seek
relationship before representation.

Reflection Prompts:

What identities or cultural experiences do | carry that may shape how | hold space and how others experience
me?



Have | ever used a practice, tool, or phrase in session that | didn’t fully understand the roots of? What did | learn
from that experience?

When | receive feedback about something | said or did, what is my first internal reaction? What might that tell me
about my relationship to repair?

How can | remain flexible in my facilitation style while centering safety for people whose experiences differ from
my own?

What is one practical change I'm ready to make in how | choose music, language, or ritual for my next
breathwork session?

Resources for Continued Learning
An invitation to deepen your understanding of cultural humility, identity, and inclusive healing.
Books & Workbooks

Me and White Supremacy by Layla F. Saad
Emergent Strategy by adrienne maree brown
Decolonizing Wellness by Dalia Kinsey

My Grandmother’s Hands by Resmaa Menakem
The Body Is Not an Apology by Sonya Renee Taylor

Articles & Toolkits

e “Cultural Humility vs. Cultural Competence” by Melanie Tervalon & Jann Murray-Garcia
e Healing Justice Practice Space Collective — https://healingjustice.org/resources
e The Nap Ministry (Instagram + blog): Rest as resistance and liberation

Videos & Talks

e Resmaa Menakem on trauma and racialized bodies (various interviews & TEDx talks)
e adrienne maree brown — “Pleasure Activism” keynote clips (YouTube)
e Alok Vaid-Menon — Talks on gender diversity, expression, and belonging

Breathwork & Embodied Practice Resources

e Prentis Hemphill — somatics, trauma, and social justice
e Tada Hozumi — cultural somatics and decolonial healing
e Rest for Resistance — mental health collective centering QTBIPOC experiences
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Module 9: Ethical Trauma-Informed Facilitation

Outcome: Gain clarity and confidence about the ethical responsibilities and professional boundaries essential
for trauma-informed breathwork facilitation. Learn practical strategies for staying within your scope, knowing
when and how to refer out, and supporting participants ethically.

Why Ethics and Scope Matter in Breathwork

All Elemental Rhythm Breathwork facilitators are required to adhere to the Code of Conduct provided in their
training manual. This module reinforces and expands upon those foundational ethical guidelines to specifically
address trauma-informed facilitation.

Ethics and clear boundaries are foundational to trauma-informed care. Breathwork can activate deep emotional,
physical, and psychological responses. Holding clear ethical guidelines ensures safety, builds trust, and protects
both facilitators and participants.

Core points:

e Ethical facilitation is trauma-informed facilitation.
e Boundaries protect the safety of the facilitator and the participant.
e Clear scope prevents confusion, harm, and ethical dilemmas.

Recognizing and Understanding Participant Intentions & Needs

Participants may seek breathwork for many reasons, some may be exploring self-awareness or embodiment,
while others may be seeking urgent relief from pain, grief, or trauma. Recognizing participant needs at the outset
can help determine fit and inform the safety of the experience.

Sample Assessment Questions for Intake Forms:

Are you currently working with a therapist or other mental health professional?

Have you recently experienced a significant loss or traumatic event?

What supports do you currently have in place (e.g., community, family, counselor)?
What are your expectations for this breathwork session?

Are you seeking immediate emotional relief or integrating this into long-term healing?
Have you experienced intense emotional responses to practices like this in the past?

Understanding What’s Within Your Scope (and What’s Not)
Within Your Scope:

Facilitating regulated breathing practices.

Supporting somatic awareness and emotional expression.
Offering grounding, containment, and gentle integration practices.
Normalizing emotional release without interpretation or analysis.

Outside Your Scope: (All points below are outside your scope unless you are clinically trained, licensed, and
clearly offering breathwork within an established therapeutic relationship.)



e Diagnosing or interpreting trauma or mental health conditions.
e Trauma processing or therapeutic intervention.
e Crisis intervention beyond immediate grounding and stabilization.

Key Reminders:

e Clearly communicate your role at the start of each session.
e Continuously remind participants that breathwork is supportive, not therapeutic intervention.

Knowing When and How to Refer Out
Signs That Indicate a Need for Referral:

Persistent emotional overwhelm beyond immediate grounding.
Signs of unresolved trauma surfacing repeatedly.
Participants expressing ongoing psychological distress or crisis.

Participants who explicitly request deeper therapeutic support.
How to Sensitively Suggest Referrals:

e Normalize the idea of seeking additional support.
e Reinforce that referrals are about resourcing, not rejection.
e Offer to assist in the referral process if desired.

Practical Scripts for Referring Out:

e ‘I noticed today was quite intense for you. Breathwork can sometimes bring up experiences that might
benefit from additional support. Would you like me to help you connect with someone who can provide
extra guidance or assistance?”

e “It's great that you're exploring such deep experiences. Sometimes, having additional professional
support can be helpful to integrate these experiences more comfortably. Would you be open to me
providing you with some resources or contacts?”

Ethical Principles for Referring Out:

e Prioritize participant safety above all.
e Normalize referrals as compassionate care.
e Communicate sensitively to avoid feelings of inadequacy or shame.

Building a Trauma-Informed Referral Network

Establish a trusted network of trauma-informed professionals to ensure participants receive the comprehensive
support they may need.

Practical Steps:

e Connect with local trauma-informed therapists, counselors, bodyworkers, and integrative health
professionals.



e Regularly update your referral list, ensuring providers align with trauma-informed practices.
e Engage regularly to maintain strong, collaborative relationships.

How to Vet Referrals:

e \erify trauma-specific training and experience.
e Check credentials, professional references, and client feedback.
e Ensure compatibility with trauma-informed values and approaches.

Proactively Planning for Aftercare

Participants may not fully anticipate the intensity of breathwork until after the session. Providing proactive
aftercare guidance can support integration and regulation. (see Module 6 for more detailed Aftercare Plan)

Suggested Aftercare Template for Participants:
Grounding Practices:

e Gentle movement or stretching
e Walking in nature or barefoot on natural surfaces
e Slow breathing and orienting to the environment

Self-Care Suggestions:

e Journaling or drawing reflections
e Hydration and nourishment
e Rest, warmth, and quiet time

Relational Support:

e Reaching out to a trusted person
e Scheduling a session with a therapist if needed
e Participating in supportive group/community spaces

Encourage participants to consider these options before engaging in intense sessions so they are prepared for
integration.

Ethical Considerations for Facilitators

Please ensure you consistently reference and follow the Elemental Rhythm Code of Conduct provided in your
certification training manual.

Consent and Expectations:

e Clearly explain what participants can expect from breathwork.
e Regularly reinforce voluntary participation and the option to pause or stop.

Confidentiality and Privacy:



e Emphasize the confidentiality of participant experiences.
e Establish clear boundaries about sharing and respecting privacy.

Respecting Diversity:

e Honor individual pacing and needs without judgment.
e Create an inclusive environment sensitive to diverse identities, experiences, and backgrounds.

Facilitator Self-Awareness and Ethical Boundaries

Practicing ethical facilitation involves recognizing your personal limits and continuously assessing your
emotional capacity and boundaries.

Reflection Prompts:

Where do | currently feel confident and clear about my boundaries as a facilitator?

Are there situations that challenge my boundaries or trigger emotional overwhelm?
How am | regularly checking in with myself about my emotional and energetic capacity?
Do | have my own support system for managing stress and secondary trauma?

How comfortable do | feel about clearly communicating my boundaries to participants?

Summary of Module 9: Ethical Trauma-Informed Facilitation

This module emphasized the importance of ethical integrity, scope awareness, and trauma-informed boundaries
in breathwork facilitation.

You learned how to:

e Recognize participant needs and assess for safety and support systems.

Stay grounded in your role as a breathwork facilitator, and be mindful of practices that are best
supported within a therapeutic relationship.

Refer out when appropriate, using sensitive and empowering language.

Build a strong referral network of trauma-informed professionals.

Prepare participants for emotional integration through intentional aftercare planning.

Reflect regularly on your own boundaries, limitations, and support structures as a facilitator.

Ethical clarity is not just a safeguard. It is a service. Upholding scope and boundaries enhances participant
safety, supports long-term healing, and ensures your facilitation is rooted in care, responsibility, and respect.

Integrative Exercise and Reflection
Self-Reflection Exercise: Reflect on a recent breathwork session and journal on these prompts:

e How clearly did | communicate my scope to participants?
e Were there moments when my boundaries or scope felt uncertain?
e How effectively did | recognize and respond to participants’ needs for additional support?

Closing Reflections:



e How will | enhance clarity about my ethical scope in future sessions?
e What actions can | take to strengthen my referral network and collaborative relationships?
e What regular self-assessment practices will | incorporate to maintain ethical integrity?

Where We’re Headed Next...

In our final section, we’ll reflect on integration and sustainability and how to carry this work forward with care,
curiosity, and capacity.
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Module 10: Integration and Closing Reflections for Sustainable Practice

Integration Is the Real Work

You’ve just completed a deep, layered journey through trauma-informed breathwork. You’ve explored trauma
responses, nervous system regulation, safety, group dynamics, cultural humility, and ethical facilitation.

But training is just the beginning.
Integration happens over time, through repetition, reflection, relationship, and real-life application.

Take a moment to pause. Breathe. Notice how this material has landed in your body.
What feels clearer? What still feels tender or unfinished?

This closing section invites you to pause, reflect on your learning, and consider how you’ll apply these principles
in your breathwork practice moving forward.

Core Takeaways to Ground In

Your presence is the medicine. More than any technique, your nervous system, breath, tone, and attunement set
the foundation for safety.

Trauma is protection, not pathology. Dysregulation, shutdown, or over-compliance often reflect brilliant survival
strategies.

Co-regulation is the first language of the room. Your state leads so track your own system first.
Breath is powerful, but pacing is everything. Match the session to the participant’s capacity, not your agenda.
Facilitation is relational. What happens between people (facilitator and participant, participant and group)matters.

Cultural humility is ongoing. You don’t have to be an expert, but you do have to stay open, reflective, and
responsive.

Boundaries are part of safety. Know your scope, honor your limits, and refer out when needed.

Final Reflection Prompts

These prompts are for your own integration. You may want to journal, voice record, or discuss with a peer,
mentor, or supervisor:

What shifted for me during this training?

What part of this content felt most challenging? Most affirming?

What will | now do differently as a facilitator?

What helps me stay regulated, curious, and grounded?

What kind of support do | need to sustain this work in my body, business, and nervous system?



Continuing Support and Professional Development

This work is both powerful and demanding. Facilitators who are sustained over time commit not only to practice,
but to support.

Consider the following next steps:

Peer Support
Form or join a group of facilitators who can reflect, debrief, and support one another.

Mentorship or Supervision
Ongoing consultation with a trauma-informed professional helps hold complexity and deepen your skill with
nuance.

Further Study
Topics you may wish to explore: somatic experiencing, attachment theory, polyvagal theory, anti-oppressive
practice, systems of power, spiritual trauma, or grief work.

Personal Practice
Your nervous system is your first tool. Stay in relationship with it; through breath, rest, nature, creative practices,
or your own therapeutic work.

Closing Note

You don’t have to know everything. You don’t have to be perfect.
You do have to be present, attuned, and willing to keep learning.

The heart of trauma-informed breathwork is humility, not mastery.
Keep listening. Stay connected. Honor your pace. You are already doing the work.
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Appendix 1: Screening + Modifying for Nervous System
Sensitivity in Breathwork

Not every participant arrives with the same physiological readiness for breathwork. This guide supports
facilitators in attuning to nervous system sensitivity—especially for those with trauma histories, anxiety, or
sensory challenges like tinnitus.

CP Score (Control Pause) Guidelines

Use this as a non-diagnostic tool to get a sense of CO, tolerance and overall breath capacity:

> 30 seconds — High CO, tolerance: Full participation likely safe

20-30 seconds — Moderate efficiency: Full participation with pacing and monitoring

10-20 seconds — Low efficiency: Modify session, slow breath pace, and increase rest phases

<10 seconds — Very low CO, tolerance: Begin with gentle nasal breathing and grounding practices only.

Focus on breathwork fundamentals practices and slowly building up CO2 tolerance.

Screening Questions
Before offering more activating or intense breathwork, reflect or ask:

Does this person experience panic, anxiety, or frequent overwhelm?
Are they familiar with breathwork or is this their first time?

Do they have a history of trauma, dissociation, or tinnitus?

Is their CP score under 10 seconds?

Do they appear already agitated or activated before starting?

Session Modifications Based on Sensitivity
If yes to any of the above:

Start with slow nasal breathing (Earth breath or extended exhale practices)

Avoid fast-paced rhythms, long holds, or extended activation

Emphasize grounding and exhale-focused breathing (Ether breath or 4—-8 cadence)
Shorten the active breathwork phase to 10-15 minutes

Provide extra time for integration and re-grounding afterward

Normalize rest, give explicit permission to pause or stop at any time



Closing Note

This isn’t about limiting access. It's about building safety.
Breathwork is most transformative when it honors where the body is now, and meets it with care.



Appendix 2: Facilitator Practice Toolkit

Applied Integration for Trauma-Informed Breathwork Facilitators

This toolkit is designed to support the integration of key skills from the Trauma-Informed Breathwork Training.
Each activity aligns with a specific module and offers opportunities for embodied practice, critical reflection, and

real-time application. These exercises help bridge the gap between theory and facilitation, especially for
non-clinical learners.

Module 3: Recognizing Trauma in Breathwork Spaces
Practice: Facilitator Observation Prompt
Activity Steps:

Watch a recorded breathwork session or observe a peer-led session.

Track signs of overt and masked trauma responses.

Note nervous system cues: posture, breath rhythm, facial expression, tone of voice.
Observe your own body’s reactions and interpretations as an observer.

Reflection Questions:

e What did you notice first: breath, body, or voice?
e What assumptions came up for you?
e What surprised or challenged you about what you observed?

Module 4: Navigating Through a Capacity-Building Lens
Practice: Role-Play — Tracking Capacity in Real Time
Activity Steps:

e Pair up and act out a breathwork session scenario. One person plays a facilitator, the other plays a
participant showing signs of:
o Anxiety (flight cues)
o Shutdown (freeze cues)
e Facilitator practices adjusting pacing, breath cues, and support.
e Switch roles and repeat.

Reflection Questions:

e What signs indicated that the participant was nearing or outside their capacity?
e What did you notice in your own nervous system while facilitating?
e What strategies helped you stay grounded and attuned?



Module 5: Responding Skillfully to Dysregulation
Practice: Scenario Decision-Making — Pause or Refer?
Activity Steps:

e Read a series of participant scenarios (you can write your own or use real-life composites).
e [oreach, ask:

o Do I pause the session?

o Do lintervene verbally, physically, or energetically?

o Dol follow up post-session?

o Do lreferout?

Sample Scenario:

During fire breath, a participant begins gasping and goes completely still. They say “I'm fine” but
their body is frozen and eyes look distant.

Reflection Questions:

e Where did you feel confident?
e Where did you hesitate or feel unsure?
e What guided your decision-making about scope and referral?

Module 6: Creating Safety and Co-Regulation
Practice: Opening Circle Language + Cue Practice
Activity Steps:

e Practice introducing a breathwork session aloud or with a peer:
o Explain the breath arc and the role of intensity vs. regulation.
o Normalize a range of trauma responses.
o Use inclusive, invitational language.

e Focus on tone, pace, and presence.

Reflection Questions:

e What felt natural or awkward in your delivery?
e How did your voice, posture, and energy impact the sense of safety?
e Where could you pause more or soften your language?

Module 7: Facilitator Self-Regulation + Care



Practice: Self-Awareness During Facilitation

Activity Steps:
e Lead a 10-15 minute breathwork demo for a peer or record yourself.
e Before the session: Do a 2-minute grounding practice. Name your intention.
e During: Track your breath, posture, and energy.
e After: Use the reflection prompts below to self-check.

Reflection Questions:

e What pulled you out of regulation, if anything?
e How did you recover and reconnect to your own center?
e What might you change next time to care for your own nervous system?



Appendix 3: Responding to Dysregulation — When to Stay,
Pause, or Refer

A decision-making tool for trauma-informed breathwork facilitators

This decision support tool helps non-clinical breathwork facilitators respond to participant dysregulation with
confidence and ethical clarity. It integrates real-time observation with scope of practice guidelines to support
safe, attuned decision-making.

Step 1: Observe Participant Cues

What are you noticing in the participant’s nervous system?
Check any that apply:

[J Shallow, erratic, or rapid breathing

[J Physical signs of anxiety (fidgeting, pacing, frozen posture, darting eyes)

[J Disconnection or dissociation (glazed expression, no response to cues)

[J Fawning behaviors (over-compliance, smiling while distressed, caretaking others)
[J Emotional overwhelm (crying, yelling, shaking uncontrollably)

Go to Step 2
Step 2: Check Your Own State
Before you act, check in with your body. Ask yourself:

Am | grounded and present in my own nervous system?
Am | feeling calm and attuned, or rushed and reactive?
Am | trying to fix, rescue, or prove something?

Can | offer co-regulation without merging or shutting down?
If YES, go to Step 3

If NO, take a moment to pause, ground yourself, or seek support. Your presence matters as much as your
intervention.

Step 3: Modify the Experience
Try these supportive strategies before stopping the session:

Invite return to Earth breath (4-in, 4-out) or Ether breath (4-in, 8-out)

Normalize rest: “You're welcome to pause, breathe slowly, or simply notice your body.”
Adjust the music, volume, lighting, or pacing

Allow participant to change position (e.g., seated instead of lying down)

Offer verbal anchoring or light orienting: “Can you feel your feet on the ground?”

If participant self-regulates within 1-3 minutes, continue the session with gentler pacing



If dysregulation persists, go to Step 4

Step 4: Assess for Scope and Referral

Ask yourself:
e |s this participant stuck in a trauma response (panic, freeze, dissociation)?
e Are they repeatedly overwhelmed across sessions?
e Are they disclosing trauma, mental health history, or past abuse that needs processing?
o Are they asking for interpretation, diagnosis, or deeper emotional work?
If YES to any:

This is outside the scope of breathwork facilitation.

Refer Out using compassionate, non-shaming language:

If NO:

“It seems like something deeper may be surfacing for you. Breathwork can open things up, and |
want to make sure you have the support you need. Would it be helpful if | shared some trusted
referral resources?”

Stay present. Offer aftercare suggestions, follow up after the session, and continue tracking patterns over time.

Sample Referral Scripts

“It’s completely normal for breathwork to stir up big emotions. If that feels hard to manage alone, | can
share the names of some professionals who can support you.”

“Breathwork isn’t therapy, so when things go deeper than what we can safely hold here, referrals are
actually a form of care—not a rejection.”

Key Reminders for Facilitators

You are not a therapist (unless licensed as such).

Your role is to support nervous system regulation, not to process trauma.
Referrals are ethical, professional, and trauma-informed.

When in doubt, choose safety and connection over intensity and performance.



Appendix 4: Living the Work: Sustainable Integration for
Trauma-Informed Facilitators

A long-term care and integration guide

This planning tool supports ongoing reflection, self-regulation, and professional sustainability for breathwork
facilitators. Trauma-informed work is not just about how you guide others. It's about how you continue tending to
your own nervous system, presence, and boundaries over time.

1. Daily and Weekly Nervous System Check-Ins
Daily Prompts:

How’s my breath?

How did | sleep?

Where am | holding tension in my body?

What is one small thing | can do to regulate today?

Weekly Review:

When did | feel grounded in facilitation?
When did | feel uncentered or performative?
Did | override any signals from my own body?

Where can | create space for rest or recalibration?
2. Personal Regulation Practice Plan

Build your go-to toolkit of regulating practices and track what supports you best.

Examples:
e Breath: Earth breath, box breathing, 4-7-8 technique
e Movement: yoga, walking, shaking, dancing
e Vagal toning: humming, gargling, cold water splash
e Stillness: meditation, time in nature, quiet space

Prompt:
What is your baseline plan for grounding before and after breathwork sessions?

3. Support and Community Connections
Create and maintain a list of relational supports that sustain you as a facilitator.
Include:

e Peer facilitators you can debrief or consult with
e Clinical consultants, supervisors, or therapists (if applicable)



e Somatic or spiritual mentors
e Breathwork spaces where you participate, not facilitate

Reflection Prompts:

e Who do | turn to when | feel out of my depth?
e Where do | receive (not give) nervous system co-regulation?

4. Sustainable Facilitation Calendar

Monthly Check-In:

e What patterns or themes have emerged in my sessions?
e Have | been stretching beyond my scope or capacity?
e What changes do | need to make to my workload or boundaries?

Quarterly Prompts:

e Am | aligned with my values in how [ facilitate?
e What would nourish me in this next season: training, rest, support?
e |s there anything unresolved in my own nervous system that needs care?

5. Burnout Early Warning Signs

Watch for:

Numbness or disconnection during sessions

Heightened self-doubt, perfectionism, or imposter syndrome
Avoiding prep, aftercare, or integration practices

Emotional exhaustion or dread before sessions

Irritability or physical fatigue after facilitating

Plan Ahead: When | notice early signs of burnout, | will:

® Pause (reschedule or adjust if needed)
e Reach out to a trusted peer or supervisor
e Reconnect to personal practices before returning to facilitation

6. Closing Integration Mantra

e My presence is the practice.
e My regulation is the medicine.
e My sustainability is my integrity.



Appendix 5: Trauma-Informed Language Library

Supportive scripts and phrases for breathwork facilitators

Trauma-informed facilitation isn't just about what you do. It's about how you say it. Your words shape safety, trust,
and the nervous system tone of your sessions. This language library offers real-world phrases you can draw
from during every stage of a breathwork experience.

These are not scripts to memorize, but templates you can adapt to your own voice and presence.
1. Opening Circle + Setting the Tone

Welcoming Language

e “You're invited to listen to your body throughout this experience.”
e “There’s no right way to do this. Your pace is perfect.”
e “You can always slow down, take a break, or opt out entirely. That’s honored here.”

Normalizing Diverse Responses

e “Some people feel energized, others emotional, others numb. All of that is welcome.”
e “It’'s okay if you don’t feel anything. Presence isn’t always dramatic.”

Framing the Practice

e “Breathwork can be intense or subtle, and both are valid.”
e “This space isn’t about fixing or achieving. It’s about listening and honoring what shows up.

i

2. Cueing the Breath + Inviting Presence
Trauma-Informed Breath Cues

e “Let’s begin with a few slow, steady breaths. Just notice your rhythm.”
® “You can try this pattern if it feels okay. If not, simply breathe in a way that feels supportive.”
e “If the intensity rises, you can always return to Earth breath or slow nasal breathing.”

Invitational Language

e “You’re welcome to close your eyes, soften your gaze, or look around, whatever feels best.”
e “See if you can stay curious about what you’re sensing, without needing to change it.”
e “Notice what feels alive in your body: heat, tension, movement, stillness.”

3. Pausing, Slowing, or Modifying
When Sensing Overwhelm

e “You're doing great. Let’s slow the breath down together for a moment.”
e “If something feels like too much, you can always come back to stillness.”



o “Notice your feet. Notice the support beneath you. Let’s stay with the body.”
Modifying Without Shame

e “You're welcome to take a break or switch to a gentler breath pattern.”
e “What's right for someone else might not be what'’s right for you and that’s respected here.”
® “There’s no pressure to push through. Choice is part of healing.”

4. Naming What’s Happening Without Pathologizing
When Emotions or Activation Show Up

“Whatever is coming up, you're allowed to meet it at your own pace.”

“There’s no need to explain or analyze, just allowing it to be here is enough.”

“You're welcome to stay with the sensation or rest, whatever feels most supportive.”
“Sometimes old energy surfaces, that doesn’t mean you’re doing it wrong.”

“Tears, trembling, stillness are all signs that your system is processing in its own way.”

Grounding Reflections

e “Can you feel something solid beneath you right now?”
e “Can you slow the breath and feel your body in the present?”
e “Let’s take a breath together and come back to this moment.”

5. Closing and Integration
Closing Language

e “Take your time returning. There’s nothing to rush.”
e “Notice how you feel now compared to the beginning, without needing to analyze it.”
o “What’s one word for what you’re carrying with you from this experience?”

Inviting Reflection

e “You’re welcome to journal, draw, rest, or just breathe after this session.”
e “Whatever came up, your body knew it was time. Trust its wisdom.”
e “What arose today may keep unfolding. Be gentle with yourself.”

6. Referring Out with Compassion
Gentle Referral Scripts

e “Sometimes breathwork opens up things that benefit from deeper support. | can share some trusted
referrals if you’re open to that”

e “What came up today is important. If you’d like more support integrating it, | can help you find someone
who’s trained to walk with you through that.”

e “Needing support doesn’t mean you’re broken. It means you’re human and resourced enough to seek
care.”






Appendix 6: Cultural Awareness Reflection — Self-Positionality Map

A Note on This Curriculum’s Lens:

This curriculum reflects the perspective of a U.S.-based, white-bodied, cisgender trauma psychologist. It is shaped by over
two decades of clinical experience, personal healing, and continued mentorship from diverse practitioners and
communities. While it integrates a trauma-informed, culturally-aware framework, it does not speak for all realities or lived
experiences. You are invited to adapt, critique, and expand upon this content within your own identity, community, and
practice lens.

Exploring identity, power, and relational safety in breathwork spaces

Trauma-informed care is inseparable from cultural humility. As facilitators, our nervous systems, life experiences,
identities, and social positioning all shape how we relate to participants and how participants experience safety
(or not) with us.

This map invites you to gently explore your own positionality, not as a performance, but as a practice. There are
no right answers. The goal is not to become “perfectly inclusive,” but to deepen awareness of how your lived
experience intersects with the people you serve.

Part 1: Identity Reflection Prompts
Consider the following identities and how they inform your lens, access, and impact as a facilitator:

Race / Ethnicity

Gender identity and expression
Sexual orientation

Body size and appearance
Neurodiversity / mental health
Socioeconomic background

Ability / disability

Immigration or citizenship status
Religious or spiritual background
Language / accent / communication style
Education or professional training
Regional / cultural norms
Generational or ancestral experiences
Trauma or healing history

Questions to reflect on:

Which of these identities feel most visible or impactful in the spaces | facilitate?
Where do | hold privilege, access, or safety by default?

Where do | experience marginalization, invisibility, or harm?

Which identities shape how | relate to power, control, or authority?

How do my identities impact how others might perceive or respond to me?

Part 2: Self-Positionality Map Template



Use this template to visualize your intersecting identities and how they relate to social power, cultural narratives,
or safety.

Instructions:
In the center, write “Me as a Facilitator.” Around that, list key identities or experiences that shape how you show
up in space. Then consider:

e Where might there be alignment or dissonance with participants?
e Which parts of me are most centered in the spaces | facilitate?
e Which parts are often hidden or left out?

[Gender Identity] [Race / Ethnicity]

\ /

[Spirituality] — [ Me as a Facilitator ] — [Socioeconomic Status]

/ | \

[Class Background] [Body Size] [Neurotype / Ability]

Feel free to sketch your own version using words, symbols, or metaphors.
Part 3: Positionality Journaling Prompts
These prompts support deeper processing and can be revisited regularly.

What messages did | learn about safety, voice, and power growing up?

How do my identities influence how | set boundaries or offer care?

Where might | unconsciously replicate systems of dominance or exclusion?

How do | respond when | receive feedback around harm or bias?

What helps me stay open and accountable without falling into shame or shutdown?
Who do | go to when | feel unsure, reactive, or out of my depth?

Closing Reminder

Positionality work is never “done.”
It's not about guilt or perfection.
It's about practicing awareness, staying in relationship, and being willing to shift.



Your willingness to explore these questions—honestly and humbly—is part of what makes your facilitation
trauma-informed.

Appendix 7: Facilitator Session Prep Checklist
Use this before every session to support co-regulation and scope readiness.

Facilitator Self-Check

[J 1am grounded and regulated in my own nervous system

[J rve reviewed today's breath arc and pacing

[J 1am clear on my scope, limits, and referral plan

[J I have a regulation toolkit nearby (water, grounding object, music controls)

Space + Safety

[J Room is quiet, accessible, and private

[J Lighting and temperature feel supportive

[J Music and timing are cued and paced appropriately

[J Props or modifications available (blankets, bolsters, chairs)

Participant Considerations

[J r've checked for new participant sensitivities or disclosures
[J I've reviewed screening info (e.g., CP scores if used)
[J Referral resources are available if needed

Integration Plan

[J Aftercare instructions are ready to share
[J I've planned space for closing circle or silent integration

[J rve built in time for my own post-session decompression



Appendix 8: Trauma-Informed Breathwork Glossary

Nervous System + Trauma Concepts

Autonomic Nervous System (ANS)
The part of your nervous system that automatically controls survival functions like heart rate, digestion, and
breathing. It helps you respond to safety or threat without conscious thought.

Polyvagal Theory
A theoretical framework developed by Stephen Porges that explains how the nervous system responds to safety
and danger through three main states:

e Ventral Vagal — Social, safe, connected
e Sympathetic — Mobilized, anxious, fight/flight
e Dorsal Vagal — Shut down, numb, collapse

Neuroception
The body’s subconscious scanning for safety or danger—happening before conscious thought. It affects how
someone experiences breathwork, space, and relationships.

Dysregulation
A nervous system state where a person feels overwhelmed, unsafe, or disconnected. May appear as anxiety,
freeze, panic, dissociation, or shutdown.

Regulation
The ability to stay or return to a state of relative calm, connection, and presence, even in challenge. This is the
goal of capacity-building breathwork.

Capacity vs. Tolerance

e Capacity = Space for presence, flexibility, and choice
e Tolerance = White-knuckling through activation without safety or regulation

Trauma-informed breathwork builds capacity over time.

Fawn Response
A survival strategy that uses appeasement or people-pleasing to stay safe. It can look like over-compliance,
caretaking, or smiling through discomfort.

Trauma
Not just what happened, but how the nervous system responded when it lacked safety, support, or capacity.
Trauma can be personal, cultural, systemic, or intergenerational.

Survival Responses
Automatic protective strategies in response to threat:

e Fight — Defend, control
e Flight — Escape, avoid



o Freeze — Shut down, numb
e Fawn — Appease, people-please

Body Memory
When sensations, breath patterns, or postures trigger stored trauma even without conscious memory.
Breathwork often activates this layer of experience.

Breathwork-Specific Terms

Earth Breath
A 4-in/4-out steady breath used for grounding and stability.

Ether Breath
A 4-in/8-out breath with an extended exhale for calming and surrender.

Water Breath
A 2-in/2-out breath that gently increases energy and flow.

Air Breath
A 1-in/1-out quick breath used for activation and momentum.

Fire Breath
Fast, forceful breathing used to build intensity and emotional release. Requires pacing and caution.

Breath Arc / Sequence
The intentional structure of a session, alternating between activating and grounding breaths to help participants
move through emotion safely.

Tetany
Involuntary muscle tightness or cramping sometimes caused by intense breathing. Not dangerous, but can be
alarming to participants if not explained ahead of time.

Breakthrough-Style Session
Breathwork structured to gradually increase intensity (activation), often leading to cathartic release, then
tapering back down.

Flow-Style Session
Breathwork that maintains a slow, steady rhythm. Emphasizes regulation, stillness, and presence over intensity.

CP Score (Control Pause)

A non-clinical breath-hold test from Buteyko breathing principles used to assess CO, tolerance and nervous
system readiness for breathwork. Lower scores may indicate increased sensitivity to activation and a need for
slower pacing.

Sympathetic Dominance
A chronic state of nervous system activation marked by heightened alertness, shallow breath, tension, and
difficulty relaxing. Common in trauma survivors.



Diaphragmatic Breathing
A method of breathing that expands the belly rather than the chest, supporting parasympathetic activation. May
be difficult for those with trauma, bracing patterns, or sensory challenges.

Facilitator Tools + Awareness

Co-Regulation
The way a calm, steady nervous system helps another nervous system feel safe. Your presence, breath, and
tone matter more than your words.

Observer Self
A grounded inner awareness that can track what's happening in the moment without getting swept away. It’s the
part of you that says, “I'm noticing this.”

Attunement
The practice of being emotionally and physiologically in sync with others (feeling with them, not for them.) It's a
core part of safe facilitation.

Overriding
Pushing a participant (or yourself) past their capacity in the name of “growth” or catharsis. Trauma-informed care
avoids this.

Pacing
Adjusting breathwork intensity and session speed to match the participant’s capacity, not the facilitator’s
agenda.

Grounding
Techniques to help someone reconnect to the present moment—through sensation, movement, sound, or
awareness.

Containment
Supporting a participant to stay within a manageable window of emotional experience. Helps prevent
overwhelm or dissociation.

Integration
The process of digesting, reflecting on, and incorporating experiences after a session. This supports long-term
nervous system regulation.

Aftercare
Practices offered after a session to support recovery, safety, and emotional regulation, like journaling, rest,
hydration, or connection.

Titration A somatic principle of introducing intensity slowly and in manageable doses, allowing the nervous
system to stay regulated while processing.




Ethics + Inclusion

Scope of Practice
What you're qualified and trained to do. Trauma-informed facilitators do not diagnose, treat, or process trauma
unless licensed to do so.

Referral
Redirecting a participant to licensed professionals when they need deeper or clinical support. This protects both
you and them.

Cultural Humility
A lifelong practice of recognizing and respecting the identities, histories, and needs of others—especially across
lines of power and difference.

Systemic Trauma
Trauma rooted in structures of oppression like racism, colonization, ableism, or gender-based violence. These
affect nervous system safety.

Intergenerational Trauma
Emotional or nervous system patterns passed down through families or communities due to unresolved
collective trauma.

Spiritual Bypassing
Using spiritual beliefs to avoid real emotions, conflict, or trauma, e.g., “everything happens for a reason” or “just
let it go.” This can invalidate lived experience.

Positionality
Your identity, background, and power in a space and how it might impact the people you facilitate. Includes race,
gender, body size, and more.



GIO NOTES:

FROM CHAT GPT (Do we cover this concept anywhere and what are your thoughts on it) Im thinking somewhere
in module 2

@ How Breathwork Helps Release Unprocessed Trauma: Completing
the Cycle

=] 1. Trauma Is an Incomplete Survival Response

When something overwhelming happens—especially in childhood or under high stress—your body kicks into a
survival state: fight, flight, freeze, or fawn.

If you don’t get the chance to complete that response (e.g., scream, shake, cry, run, or speak up), the energy of
that experience gets trapped in the body.

This isn’t just emotional. It’'s physiological.
Your nervous system essentially pauses the process, storing that energy for "later"—but most people never
come back to it.

2. Breathwork Is a Portal Back Into the Body
Most people try to heal trauma from the neck up—but trauma lives in the body, not just the mind.

In upregulated breathwork styles like the Elemental Rhythm Breakthrough Journey (which uses rhythmic
breathing, music, and guided prompts), you're shifting your physiology into a heightened, expanded state.

e This temporarily bypasses the analytical mind.
e |t activates the emotional centers and deep memories stored in the body.

e |t creates space for trapped energy to surface—sometimes as tears, movement, vocal release, laughter,
or vivid insights.

+ 3. The Breath Gives You Access to What Was Once Inaccessible



Trauma often creates disconnect—from the body, from emotion, and from intuition.
The breath helps you reconnect with the parts of you that had to go offline to survive.

As the nervous system upregulates, you're essentially turning the volume up on what’s been hidden.
And if you're in a safe, supportive container, this can be the moment where the body says:

“It's finally safe to release this.”

vz 4. Completing the Cycle

Once that stuck energy is acknowledged, felt, and expressed, the survival loop can finally complete.
This often looks like:

e Shaking (like animals do after stress)
e Crying or yelling (releasing stored emotion)
e Breathing slowing down naturally (signaling parasympathetic activation)

e A deep sense of peace or clarity afterward

You’re not just thinking about the trauma—you’re alchemizing it. That’s what makes breathwork such a unique
and potent healing modality.

«. Scientific Perspective:

e Breathwork activates the autonomic nervous system and increases interoceptive awareness, which
helps you feel safe enough to process emotions.

e |t can also stimulate the limbic system, where trauma and emotional memory are stored.

e Some studies suggest it can lead to non-ordinary states of consciousness, similar to what’s experienced
in psychedelics, where deep healing is possible.
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