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Relaxation Strategies

STRESS BUSTING TIPS
· Get plenty of sleep
· Try to keep your sleep routine as regular as possible
· Take a break 
· This is really important, you should give yourself plenty of short breaks as you revise, this keeps you fresher for longer, so you will learn more. 

· Time for yourself
· Try to leave enough time in your revision for some fun. You will need to put your books down and do something you enjoy for a while if you want to stay in a good mood. 

· Be realistic
· Don't try to do too much work each day. If you overdo it you won't take in the facts you're revising. 

· Eat properly
· Make sure your diet includes plenty of fruit and vegetables. Drink juice or water; avoid too much tea or coffee. 

· Get some exercise
· It's a fantastic stress buster. Go running, skateboarding, play a sport, or just take a walk around the block. You will feel more relaxed. If you're not sleeping very well exercise can make a real difference. 

· Be positive
· Don't beat yourself up about things, instead be nice to yourself. Make a quick list of five things you've done that you are proud of. This will put you in a good mood and you will learn more. 

· Chill out
· If you are starting to lose it, and feel that the studying is getting on top of you - take a bit of time to: 

· Breathe deeply
· Tell yourself how well you are doing.

· Remind yourself that everything is going to turn out alright

· Stand up straight and smile, you will feel a bit better straight away. 
SIMPLE WAYS TO RELIEVE WORK STRESS
A significant part of stress arises from circumstances we can't control. To ensure that your day is as relaxed as possible, consider these simple tips.

· Make your physical environment as friendly as you can. Even if you only have a corner in the room, you can control some aspects of your physical space. Pay attention to lighting, air quality and pleasing colours. The angle of your chair, position of your keyboard and feet on the floor or the type of seat cushion you're using can all be significant contributors to elevated office stress levels. For more information on ergonomics, visit the Stress Centre. 

· Tackle excess noise. Decide how much noise you're comfortable with and take steps to reduce or eliminate unwanted distractions. Reducing background or white noise can help soothe your frazzled nerves and even reduce levels of stress hormones in the body. 

· Limit your coffee intake. It is addictive and a stress stimulant that can send your stress levels soaring. Alternate caffeinated drinks with mineral water and herbal teas. 

· Allow time for some fresh air and a little exposure to sunlight. If opening a window is not a possibility, take at least part of your break outdoors. 

· Rest. This might not be possible for everyone every day, but if you have a chance, give power napping a try. A brief ten-minute siesta during the post-lunch slump can improve both your mood and productivity. Take regular mini breaks from tasks that demand intense concentration or are repetitive. Get up, walk around for a few minutes, do some breathing exercises and drink a cup of herbal tea. 

· Learn some desk exercises to relieve stiff muscles and improve circulation.
OPTIMAL BREATHING. 

Breathing correctly is one of the most important step to wellness.

· Lie on your back, arms next to you, relax completely, eyes closed. 

· Become aware of your breathing.  Breathe slowly and deeply in and out, rhythmically. 

· Put R hand on stomach, L hand on chest. 

· Breathe in deeply and let stomach rise – push out abdominal muscles while breathing in. 

· The L hand must be still.

· Repeat stomach breathing slowly, rhythmically and deeply. 

· Feel how you relax.  Sigh out your troubles, worries and fears. 

· Now put both hands on your chest, one on either side. 

· Just breathe by allowing your ribs to move up and out.  Extend your chest sideways (chest breathing) 

· Pull in a last short breath to fill the bits above your collarbones – this is optimal breathing. 

· Do the whole sequence: Relax your arms.  Breathe into your stomach, expand your chest and suck the last little bit of air into the area behind your collarbones. 

· Repeat the full breathing exercise 3-4 times.

Optimal breathing can be done whenever you feel tense or anxious.  Do the full breath above before you go to sleep at night and before getting up in the morning.  Do the version below in your mini breaks during the day.

· Sit relaxed in a chair or lie on your back with your arms next to you. 

· Breathe in deeply to the count of four (or find a score that’s comfortable for you). 

· Push out your stomach while you’re breathing in. 

· Hold for a count of four and slowly breathe out to a count of six. 

· Now focus on your chest and push it out sideways while breathing in to four, hold for four, breathe out for six. 

· Now do both.  Breathe in deeply to four, while first pushing out stomach, then chest to the sides, and then breathe out to a longer count.  Repeat a few times. 

· Be aware of your breath.  When thoughts intrude, let them go gently and re-focus on your breath.

You can do this while sitting behind your desk, behind the steering wheel of your car or standing in a long queue.
STRESS FREE EATING 

· Drink 8 glasses of water and herbal tea every day. 

· Eat 5 - 9 portions of fresh fruit and vegetables. 

· Eat unrefined, low glycaemic index carbohydrates (starches) such as whole-wheat bread and pasta, rye vita, provita, oats, basmati rice, cold potatoes, that will help your body maintain a constant blood sugar level. 

· Eat a portion of legumes (beans - red sugar, butter, baked, chick peas, lentils - alone or in combination), a handful of nuts and seeds every day. 

· Eat lean meat, chicken with the skin removed, fish the size and thickness of the palm of your hand. 

· Use mono and polyunsaturated plant oils like extra virgin olive oil, grape seed and canola oil sparsely - in total 15ml a day. 

· You need very little saturated or animal fat - not even a teaspoon full a day! 

· Enhance your environment 

· Colours have an important but subtle influence on our health and wellbeing. Start becoming aware of the effect colour has on your moods and the quality of your day. 

· Yellow is a stimulating, invigorating colour, the hue of sunshine and life. 

· Green is a restful and relaxing colour.  It is one of the primary colours of nature, helping you connect to your natural environment. 

· Use fresh herbs from your own garden to flavour your food, to aromatise your home, to improve your health: basil, rosemary, oregano, ginger, garlic, thyme, lavender and chamomile.

Food supplements:  The basic 3 we all need every day:

· Antioxidant-multivitamin combo with vitamins A, E, C, E, B-complex; mixed carotenes; minerals zinc, copper, selenium, chromium, iron only for women who still menstruate, young kids, teenagers and if iron deficiency anaemia exists; bioflavonoids; grape seed extract (pycnogenol) and other plant nutrients - preferably all in one product. 

· Calcium and magnesium taken at night. 

· Essential fatty acids: omega 3 (e.g. as in cold water fish species) and omega 6 (e.g. as in evening primrose or starflower oil). 

Use fresh herbs from your own garden to flavour your food, to aromatise your home, to improve your health: basil, rosemary, oregano, ginger, garlic, thyme, lavender and chamomile.
Relaxercises 

MUSCULAR RELAXATION
To help distinguish between tension and relaxation, exaggerate and feel the tension (e.g. clenching fists; tightly closing eyes; shrugging shoulders) for a slow count of five and then let go and enjoy the sense of release. 


You can work systematically through the muscle groups to achieve full body relaxation in this order:  start at your toes, then calves, knees, thighs,  buttocks, stomach, hips, lower back, chest, upper back, fingers, hands, forearms, upper arms, shoulders, neck, throat, scalp, forehead, cheeks, eyebrows, eye-lids, mouth, lips, and lastly tongue.

Remember to spend more time on the release and relaxation than on the tensing! 

Become supple, fit and relaxed; know yourself body, mind, soul and spirit.

ANKLE ROTATIONS, HAND ROTATIONS, FOOT MASSAGE 
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The following exercises strengthen the small bones, joints and muscles in the hands, arms, feet and legs. 

· Bring your attention to your feet. 
· Keep them slightly apart. 
· Move your toes around. Keep still. 
· Now move the toes of both feet slowly and rhythmically backwards and forwards without moving your ankles. Maintain each position for a few seconds. 
· Breathe in as you pull your toes backwards and out as you bend them forwards. Repeat 5 times. 
· Now bend your whole ankle backwards as you breathe in and forwards as you breathe out. Repeat 5 times. Keep your back, neck and head straight throughout. Focus on your breathing and the movement of your toes, feet and ankles. 
· Now move your feet slightly apart and rotate your feet from the ankles. First clockwise then anticlockwise, both feet together. Breathe in as your feet move up and out as they move down – rhythmically and slowly. Concentrate on your breathing and feet. 
· Shake your feet and legs.
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Bend your one knee and place your foot on your thigh. Take hold of it with both hands and lightly massage the sole of your foot by firmly pressing and rolling your thumb and fingers all over. 
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You can massage the reflexology points that connect areas in your foot to specific body organs and systems. 

· Sit in base position, close eyes and breathe deeply. 
· Straighten your arms in front of you. Keep your back straight. Arms shoulder height. 
· Open the palms of your hands and spread out the fingers as widely as possible. Close them in a tight fist with fingers enclosing your thumb. Repeat 5 times. Breathe in as you make a fist, and breathe out as your fingers spread out. 
· Now make fists while slowly rotating both wrists first clockwise then anticlockwise. Breathe with upwards bend and out with downwards bend.  Come back to base position. 
· Shake hands, fingers and wrists. Place them in your lap and rest quietly for a few moments. 

· Massage your foot firmly with your fingers, especially on the sole of the foot.

· Repeat with the other foot.

STRETCHING

Child and hare
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Sphinx

[image: image5.png]





Cobra
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Crocodile
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· Resting in the Child (knees together) and Hare (knees slightly apart) position, moving forward into Cobra, resting in Sphinx and Crocodile.  

· Turn onto your R side, slowly come up and sit on your bent knees in preparation for the child and hare position. Put both hands on your upper legs. Close your eyes and relax, back straight, head and chin lifted. Breathe in deeply and lift your arms above your head, shoulder width apart. As you breathe out, bend forward from your hips, arms slightly bent and rest with your hands, forearms and forehead on the floor. This is the child’s position. Open your knees slightly if that feels more comfortable into the hare position. 

· Now straighten your legs behind you.

· Bring your hands to just above and on both sides of your shoulders. 

· Head still on the floor. Fingers pointing forward. Breathe in deeply and slowly lift your head, neck and shoulders. Breathe out, rest like this, while breathing slowly rhythmically in and out in the sphinx pose.
· Slowly lift your chest as your arms straighten while breathing in. Only lift to where its comfortable. Both hips should remain on the floor. Breathe deeply in and out and stay in the cobra pose for as long as its comfortable. If this is too difficult, remain in the relaxed sphinx position on your forearms, only lifting your head, neck and shoulders, or rest in the crocodile with your elbows bent and your chin cupped in both hands. Move your arms and elbows until you feel comfortable. Breathe in and out in this position. Never fight with yourself when doing these exercises; they’re not about being better than others, proving yourself or any other ego concerns. Work within your limits, respect your body and mind. Never compete with others or yourself. 
· Repeat the whole sequence: Move back into child or hare position, roll forward, stretching your legs behind you, straighten arms, lift head, neck, shoulders then chest into cobra (or remain in the sphinx). Repeat a few times, slowly, rhythmically while breathing in and out. Concentrate on the relaxing effect on your body and mind. 
· Lie flat on your stomach, put your chin in your folded hands, move until you’re comfortable and relax in the crocodile pose while breathing comfortably. This is a natural resting position for children.
· Know that you’re a human being not always a human doing! Become aware of your whole body, experience it, feel it, enjoy and appreciate your physicality. Come back from the background noise and chatter always going on in your mind and be fully aware in the present moment. If scary thoughts and painful emotions surface, don’t be afraid. It might be knots and memories from many years slowly releasing through the body movements of yoga. Write down how you feel and what you experience.
· Health benefits of the above exercises:
· They stretch the back muscles, keeping them supple and healthy; also separating the discs between the vertebrae, relieving tension on compressed nerves. 
· They improve blood flow to the vertebral column and nerves in the spinal cord. 
· These exercises also massage the adrenal glands on top of the kidneys, helping them to better cope with stress. 
· They massage the abdominal and pelvic organs and muscles, relieving constipation, male and female reproductive problems. 
VISUALISATIONS
MEDITATION
There are various kinds of meditation techniques around. Generally, they induce an altered state which is normally relaxing and beneficial. However, anyone with a mental illness, prone to confusion, depersonalization, etc. should seek medical advice before trying out such techniques. 

Benson's "Relaxation Response" 

· 1 or 2 times a day, sit comfortably with eyes closed for 15-20 minutes 

· become aware of your breathing and breathe easily and naturally 

· on every out breath mentally repeat your mantra - a sound or a word like "relax", "one" or "om" 

· maintain a passive, accepting attitude - have no goals for this time other than to comfortably follow the procedure 

· don't try to resist other thoughts or strain to think of your mantra clearly 

· when aware of having been distracted by other thoughts, simply return your attention back to the mantra 

IMAGERY
Practice the following once a day in a leisurely way: 

· Sit comfortably with eyes closed 

· Notice bodily sensations and as you breathe out let go of any tension by imaging tension flowing out through your hands and feet. 

· Enjoy a sensation of warmth and heaviness or lightness going through the body in waves of relaxation 

· Imagine the body filling up with healing white or blue light 

· Let the light radiate around you and transport you to a real or imaginary place - your ideal relaxation sanctuary

· Vividly imagine being there, absorbing it with all your senses

· Feel the sense of absolute peacefulness and calm, for some minutes

· Gradually bring yourself back to your present situation, with a lingering sense of calmness and inner radiance 

Do the breathing exercise, while sitting relaxed in a chair.  When you are completely relaxed, open your eyes, become aware of your surroundings. What do you see around you? Notice everything carefully. See the detail, the shades of colour, and the textures visible to your eyes. Really look at nature as if for the first time: see the trees, mountains, insects, birds, flowers; become mindfully aware of your surroundings through your eyes.  Sit comfortably on a chair, put a burning candle arm's length away; gaze through half closed eyes at the wick for a minute or 2; then close your eyes and notice the after image in your mind's eye. Experience what you see, notice colours, feelings that might surface, write them down in your diary. Repeat 3 times. Then rub the palms of your hands vigorously together and place it over you closed eyes. If you have epilepsy, focus on a still object, like a rose. This exercise is very calming, centering and helps for insomnia, a depressed mood and agitated mind.

GARDEN VISUALISATION MEDITATION
· When you’re completely relaxed, imagine yourself walking through a gate into a lovely garden.

· Look around you and notice the fine details of your imaginary garden.

· See the trees, the different shades of green and notice the flowers in all their colours. 

· Feel the soft breeze on your skin.

· Feel the coolness of the moss or pine needles underneath your feet. 

· Notice a wooden bench.

· Sit there and feel the peace and beauty around you.

· Hear the water from a nearby brook, flowing over pebbles. 

· Feel the calmness entering your body as you listen to the softly running water and imagine yourself going with the flow.

· Sit there for a few minutes, using all your senses one at a time - sight, vision, hearing, sense, intuition and taste. 

· Then get up and slowly walk out of the garden.

· Become aware of your body in the chair or on the bed.

· Notice your breathing. 

· Feel the deep relaxation within your whole being and know that you can return to your inner garden whenever you want to.

GOLDEN BUBBLE MEDITATION

Protection against other people’s negative energy 
· Visualise a golden-white bubble around you, extending 1m away from your body. 

· Reach out and touch the soft, strong, resilient skin of this bubble, protecting you from other people’s stress and negative energy. 

· Feel the soft membrane of the bubble and know that it only allows calm, love and kindness to enter. 

· It also allows your own negativity, distress and impatience to slide through the semi-permeable membrane, but keeps your own inner personal power and positive energy inside you. 

· Imagine someone you know walking into your space, trying to pick a fight by making a negative or unkind comment. 

· Watch this negativity or anger slide off your golden protective bubble like water off a duck’s back. It doesn’t touch you, it can’t hurt or harm you. 

· Now, send that person your love. 

· Become aware of your body in the chair, your breath and your deep inner calm. 

· Wriggle your fingers and toes and come back to normal awareness. 

· Carry on with your life, knowing you carry your golden bubble inside and around you wherever you are, whatever you do and wherever you go

POSITIVE PERSONAL POWER MEDITATION
· Find a quiet spot where you can be alone for a while. 

· Sit comfortably, feet on the floor, hands relaxed in your lap. 

· Close your eyes and take three deep breaths, relaxing more and more with each breath. 

· Release all tensions, negative thoughts and discomfort from your body and your mind. 

· Breathe quietly and evenly. 

· Focus on your breath for one or two minutes. 

· Imagine yourself in your favourite spot - a high mountain top, the ocean at sunset or a quiet spot in your garden. 

· Use your senses - smell the air, listen to the birds, taste the freshness of the air on your tongue, the salt of the sea and feel the earth beneath you. 

· Now tune into your emotions and your physical body. 

· Feel yourself filled with wellbeing and joy, alert yet with a sense of deep inner peace. 

· Imagine yourself feeling very powerful and strong, in command and in charge of your own company, the conductor of your own orchestra. 

· Get a strong sense of the personal power and authority you contain inside yourself. 

· Visualise using this power in your everyday life.  After all, you are in charge of your body, thoughts, feelings, emotions, behaviour and environment. 

· Know that you don’t have to be afraid of your personal power, because you’re using it in a kind, loving and spiritual manner. 

· How does it feel to have this power and authority over yourself and your life, rather than allowing everything and everybody to be your master? 

· Feel this benevolent power rushing through you, reprogramming your thoughts and emotions. Maybe a symbolic image comes to mind, an image that you can use whenever you need to reassert your sense of personal power. Pay attention to this image and remember it. It can be a lion, a sword, a crystal, jewellery or something completely personal and meaningful to you. 

· Become aware of your body in the chair, your breath and your deep inner calm. 

· Wriggle your fingers and toes and come back to normal awareness. 

· Carry on with your life, knowing you carry your personal power inside you wherever you are and wherever you go. 

SUNSET OCEAN VISUALISATION
Sit relaxed in a chair or on a bench in your garden or lie in the dead man’s pose 

· Breathe in deeply to the count of four, hold and slowly breathe out to a count of six. 

· Repeat a few times. 

· Release all tension in your muscles. 

· When you’re totally relaxed, visualise a calm and peaceful ocean at sunset. 

· Imagine all the different hues of colour. 

· Use all your senses to truly experience the scene - the sound of the surf, the sand underneath your feet, the breeze on your skin or the wonder of the setting sun. 

· As you contemplate the awesomeness of nature, imagine yourself being flooded with inner joy, finding your true purpose in life, doing and being all you really are. 

· Say to yourself, “I am calm, peaceful and joyful in my body, in my mind, in my emotions and in my soul”. 

· Feel how powerful this image is, how it makes you relaxed and calm and happy to be alive. 

· Become aware of your body in the chair or floor, your breath and your deep inner calm. 

· Wriggle your fingers and toes and come back to normal awareness. 

· Carry on with your life, knowing you carry your imagination inside you wherever you are and wherever you go. 

Remember this feeling whenever you’re unsure of your purpose, or discouraged and struggling to fulfill it.  If you find visualisation difficult, write or draw a similar scene and the related thoughts and feelings.

CONTEMPLATION
· Teach yourself to focus or concentrate on something: breathing, sounds close by and far away, music or a candle flame.  

· This will help you to quiet the monkey chatter in your mind and become silent and restful.  Tune into the peacefulness of your own soul.  

· Visualise with deep intent, your healthy and alert body and mind.  

· Imagine how your body feels.  Taste the success of a healthy body and mind. 

· Concentrate on sounds; first the ones near - a clock ticking away, your breath, the rustle of the curtains in the breeze. Then notice the sounds further away in the middle distance. Then the faint ones far away. Don't become attached to them or try to identify them. Notice the sounds and let it go.  

· Let your whole being relax though your sense of hearing, excluding all the other senses and the constant yapping of your mind.
DURING EXAMS AND TESTS

WHAT IF I GET A MENTAL BLOCK DURING AN EXAM?
· Give yourself a couple of minutes to try to remember or puzzle out the answer. If you are still blocked, move on to the next question. If ideas for dealing with the question pop up while working on another one, jot them down before you forget them. 

· With mathematical questions it pays to stick with the problem a bit longer - say 10 minutes. Try thinking back to first principles or representing the problem diagrammatically or more concretely - or think laterally about related issues

· Adjust your timetable to still attempt all the required questions. 
WHAT IF I PANIC DURING AN EXAM?
If you start panicking in the exam, and you find that the harder you try to work the worse you feel, practise "Stop the Wasp": Go through the following "W-A-SP" squashing procedure, which you'll need to practise during milder forms of anxiety in the revision period (so you can learn to recognize the early stages of panic, which are easier to neutralize).  Familiarity with the procedure, through practice and mental rehearsal is essential emotional preparation.
· STOP the self-defeating thoughts that are buzzing around like wasps - tell yourself instead that you are going to survive this experience, come what may 

· WAIT - switch off and unwind for a few moments. Focus on breathing and then relax with eyes closed. This will help you return to the task afterwards with a calmer, clearer mind and a more constructive perspective.

· ABSORB - taking in the relaxation, flood your mind with constructive self-talk (ideally from a repertoire of previously prepared and practised phrases); then slowly open your eyes and calmly bring yourself to face the exam situation. 
· SLOWLY PROCEED - get going again with the paper, as best you can, calmly, a step at a time...

 

Keep in mind:
 

· When focusing on your breathing, take a long, slow, deep breath, and allow the air to flow out slowly and smoothly. Sit back comfortably, dangling your arms by your side, and imagine any tension flowing out through your hands and feet. Try any relaxation strategy that works for you. 

· If your breathing pattern has been rapid and shallow, you may be at risk of hyperventilating. Instead, pause after long exhalations, and breathe you're stomach, rather than upper chest, movements. If you continue to hyperventilate, breathe into cupped hands (or even a paper or plastic bag - take one along if you think you'll need it). 

· It may help to reframe your attitude towards the examiner. Instead of some sadistic, persecuting figure, imagine him or her as a friend, or someone who just wants some help with the question. 
Repeat "Stop the Wasp" if necessary - you may have rushed back too soon the first time. Stay longer "waiting" and "absorbing".  If the panic continues or escalates, tell the invigilator without delay.  
VISUALISE SUCCESS
Sport psychologists have known for a long time that visualising success can make an enormous difference to sporting performance in competitions. Ironically though, most of us do the opposite for exams. People spend much more time visualising failure than they do success. You can build your confidence and minimise stress by being positive about what you do know, not negative about what you don't. After each revision session, cultivate a sense of achievement by congratulating yourself on knowing more now than when you started your revision session.

Prior to the exam visualise yourself going into the exam room, feeling confident and successfully completing the exam paper. Include as much detail in this visualisation as you wish. The more real it seems the better.

PRACTISE MUSCLE RELAXATION
Much of the discomfort you feel during a panic attack is due to your voluntary muscles tensing. Progressive muscle relaxation trains you to be able to relax your muscles and hence decrease the unpleasant physical sensations at will.  It takes about three months of twice-daily practice of a relaxation exercise to develop a solid relaxation response. You can fast-track the learning of relaxation response. To do this you will need to practice a short relaxation exercise for about two minutes every hour you are awake for the final two weeks before your exams.  The JMD Counselling Centre offers workshops and individual consultation in relaxation training, contact us on jmd@dannerup.com to book.

As a start, try this exercise. Sit or lie somewhere comfortable. Work through your whole body, muscle by muscle, tensing the muscle for 10 seconds and then relaxing it for 10 to 15 seconds. Work from your feet through your body to your scalp. Take your time and relax.  Don't stress if you find it difficult at first. It gets easier with practice. Some soothing background music can also help.

If Panicky Try Distraction
Mental distraction techniques can help you, not only by slowing down your heart beat and the rush of adrenaline, but also by refocusing your attention away from the stress evoking situation or thoughts.

· Count backwards from 100 or 1000 in 7s. 

· Breathe in for the count of 3, hold for the count of 3, exhale for the count of 3 and hold for the count of 3. Repeat as many times as you want. 

DURING AN EXAM, YOU CAN...
· Pull in stomach muscles tightly, hold for a count of 5 and then release and relax 

· Clench fist tightly; hold; relax 

· Extend fingers; hold; relax 

· Grasp below seat of chair, pull up; hold; relax 

· Press elbows tightly into side of body; hold; relax 

· Push foot hard into floor; hold; relax

· Relax briefly with dangling arms, or resting head in arms, on desk
Some of the information was gleaned from Discovery’s Website:  https://www.discoveryworld.co.za

