
Trauma-sensitive

Simple Stretching

and

Mindful Breathing

for 

Pain Management

I. Release Muscle Tension (p.1) 

1. Silly “Shake and Stretch”    
2. “Hands over Heart” Breath                                   
3.  Fist Breathing                       
4. Neck and Shoulders             
5. Neck Massage                       
6. Shake Hands

II. Simple Muscle Stretches (p.4)

1. Silly “Shake and Stretch”  

2. “Hands over Heart” 
Breath

3. Side Stretches 

4. Back Stretch 1

5. Back Stretch 2

6. “Calm Down” Breath 

7. Make a Plan

V.  “Noticing” Breath (p.9)

1. Silly “Shake and Stretch”

2. “Noticing” Breath 

VI. “Tense and Release”                                       
Mindful Meditation (p.10)                                           
1. “Tense and Release”                         
2.  Make a Plan

III. Finding a Better Way to Move (p.6)
1. Moving Each Shoulder
2. Moving Both Shoulders
3. Hip Stretch 1
4. Hip Stretch 2
5. Fist Breathing

IV. Strengthening Core Muscles (p.8)
and Mindful Breathing
1. Silly “Shake and Stretch”
2. Tree Pose 
3. “Hands over Heart”  Breath
4. Seated Core
5.“Calm Down” Breath
6. Make a  Plan

by

Yael Calhoun, MA, MS, E-RTY

Part 1 of the Pain Management Kit available at greentreeyoga.org.



To make these breaks trauma-sensitive, consider these ideas.

1.  Be invitational.
Use such phrases as: “If you like,”  and  “As you are ready”.

2. Let people know you are just offering suggestions. 
“You may sit down anytime and still move and breathe with us.”

“Find a better way to move today.”
“Only move (or breathe) in way that is comfortable today.” 
“Even small movements have benefits.”
“The only wrong way to do any stretch is if it hurts.”

3. Participate.
Do the breaks together. Most people are visual learners, and seeing you do 
the break is a part of the learning process and activates mirroring neurons. 
Your participation also promotes social engagement, a key to self-regulation.

Be aware that first being directed and then being watched can cause 
discomfort and be a stress/ trauma trigger.

4. Use the trauma-sensitive phrases in purple text. Being in pain can itself be 
traumatic, or pain can be caused by some other type of trauma. For example, 
using the word ‘today’ indicates that each day can be different, and we can 
notice the changes over time.

5.  Between stretches, add “Shake the Hands” or “Take a moment and move 
your arms, your legs, and your hips in any way that feels good today,” to 
reduce general tension.

Note: The six groups of exercises contain some repetition to build confidence as 
people become familiar with these easy ways to reduce stress and manage pain. 
These repeats also are proven favorites.

Please consult your health care provider  if you have any questions about your 
ability to do simple stretching and mindful breathing.  The ideas in the program 
are only suggestions. GreenTREE Yoga has no liability with regard to how these 
suggestions are used. 

These breaks are for self-care or to share with coworkers, clients,
students, or patients. You can do one or more as meets your changing needs.

Please see page 11 for “Ideas to Share”. 
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Let’s take 2 minutes and reduce stress by 
moving in a way that makes you smile or 
laugh. 

Remember, only move in a way that feels 
good today. 

When you are ready, stretch your arms, 
shake your hands, maybe your shake 
your hips and even move your feet. 

Take your time as you stretch and shake.

1.  Silly “Shake and Stretch” 

When you are ready, stand (or sit) tall.

Gently move one shoulder back, then move   
the other shoulder back.

If you like, put one hand or both over your 
heart.

Eyes open or closed, your choice. 

Let’s take 5 breaths.

Feel the breath in, 

Feel the long, slow breath out.

(Repeat 5 times.) 

2.  “Hands over Heart” Breath 

I. Release Muscle Tension

www.greentreeyoga/help-my-pain
for FREE mp3s and mp4s
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When you are ready, make any fists that feel 
good today. 

Maybe your fingers move just a little, and    
that is fine. Or tight fists may feel good today. 

Gently move one shoulder back, then move  
the other shoulder back.  

Let’s take 5 breaths.
Always breathe in a comfortable way. 

As YOU breathe in, make fists. 
On YOUR long, slow breath out, fists release. 

(Repeat 5 times.) 

You can release more muscle stress by 
moving your neck and shoulders in any 
way that feels good.

Always move and
breathe in a comfortable way.

Take your time with each breath.

As YOU breathe in, gently lift your chin 
and move your shoulders back.  

On YOUR long, slow breath out, tuck 
your chin and move your shoulders 
forward. 

(Repeat 3 times, slowly.)

3. Fist Breathing

4.  Neck and Shoulders

www.greentreeyoga/help-my-pain
for FREE mp3s and mp4s
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Another way to release neck 
stress is to massage the back of 
the neck or front of the shoulders
in any  way that feels good today.            

Massage gently or firmly, 
you choose.

Take your time and find a way 
that feels comfortable today.

You may like to move your chin 
from side to side as you massage.

5. Neck Massage

6. Shake Your Hands

If you like, gently shake out one hand.

Then shake out the other hand. 

Today, it may feel good 
to shake both hands.

www.greentreeyoga/help-my-pain
for FREE mp3s and mp4s
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As you are ready, sit or stand tall          
with your hands on your hips.

Then, lift one arm in a way that 
feels comfortable today.

Take 2 breaths here.
Sit or stand tall again.

If you like, do the stretch
on the other side.

3. Side Stretches

II. Simple Muscle Stretches

www.greentreeyoga/help-my-pain
for FREE mp3s and mp4s

To protect your back,  
before you bend forward:

1. Shoulders Back
2. Hips Back
3. Knees Bent

Get Ready for 
Back Stretches 1 & 2

1

3

2

1.  Silly “Shake and Stretch”   (p.1)

2. “Hands Over Heart” Breath (p.1)
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If you like, bend toward the 
chair again.
2a. As YOU breathe in: leg back.
2b. As YOU breathe out: knee      

toward you.  
Find your own rhythm as you 
move and breathe.

Do 3 times with each leg, as you 
find a better way to move. 

1 2a

Or... move your leg in
any way that feels good.

When you are ready, bend 
forward so you feel comfortable, 
and it is easy to breathe. 

With each breathe out, push your 
hips back any amount. 

Take 5 slow breaths.

When you are ready,
come back to standing tall.

6. “Calm Down” Breath

If you like, give yourself a few moments and move in any way that       
feels good today.  Move your shoulders, your hips, and your hands.

When you are ready, find a comfortable seat. 
Gently move one shoulder back, then move the other shoulder back.  

If you like, take a breath in and then blow your breath out as             
slowly as you can. Notice how that feels.

Now let’s take 5 breaths.
Eyes open or closed, your choice. 
As YOU breathe in, palms lift.
On YOUR long, slow breath out, palms slowly go down.   

(Take 5 breaths.) 
What would you like to call this breath?

2b

4. Back Stretch 1 5. Back Stretch 2

7. Make a Plan (p. 9 )
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When you are ready, slowly move one shoulder 
forward, and then slowly move that same shoulder 
back. 

Find different ways to move that one shoulder. 
Move it up, then move it down. Take your time.

Only move in a comfortable way.

Now if you like, move that same shoulder in a circle 
– or in a way that feels like a good stretch today. 

(Repeat with the other shoulder.)

When you are ready, come back to sitting tall.    

1. Moving Each Shoulder

III. Finding a Better Way to Move

2. Moving Both Shoulders

Not moving can often increase your pain.

As you are ready, move one shoulder 
forward as you slowly move the other 
shoulder back. 

Take your time as you find a better way     
to move.

Make the stretch as gentle or strong as   
you need today.

Different days, different stretches.
Notice how you feel. 

(Repeat 3 times slowly)
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3. Hip Stretch 1 When you are ready, put your  
hand on the back of the chair.                  
Or today you may choose to sit.

Balancing with your hand off the 
chair builds core muscles. 

Remember – find a better way to 
move as you stand on one leg and 
slowly move the other leg from 
side to side. 

Then slowly move your leg from 
front to back, in whatever way 
feels good today. 

Maybe your hand comes off        
the chair for one breath.

Now it may feel good to move     
the leg slowly in a circle. 
Take your time.

5. Fist Breathing  (p. 2)

4. Hip Stretch 2
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(Continue to Hip Stretch 2 on this side.)

(Repeat Hip Stretches 1 & 2 on other side.)
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When you are ready, turn one knee open: 
toes on the floor or foot pressing
against the standing leg.  

Balancing with your hand off the chair 
builds core muscles. 
You can put your foot down any time:                   
you are never stuck.

Notice if you are breathing.
Take 2 more slow breaths.

If you like, shake out both hands.

(Repeat standing on the other leg.)

2. Tree Pose

IV. Strengthening Core Muscles 
& Mindful Breathing

1. Silly “Shake and Stretch” (p.1)

3. “Hands Over Heart” Breath (p.1)

4. Seated Core 

When you are ready, find a comfortable seat. 

Taking long breaths out can help reduce pain. 

Move one shoulder back,                                    
then move  the other shoulder back.   

Next time YOU breathe out, lean back. It                   
may be just a little, and that is fine.  

Keep breathing in a comfortable way.

When you feel muscles in your belly        
working, take a long, slow breath out.          
Then come back to sitting tall. 

You can make more muscles work by                            
lifting your leg or lifting your arms. 

Different days, different stretches. 

Keeping your shoulders back will                  
protect your back.  (Do 4 times, any variations.)
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Next time you feel pain, you may like to try some simple 
stretching or breathing to interrupt that pain cycle.

Take a moment and, if you like, close your eyes.  Now think about 
what stretch or breath you did today that made you feel better.

If you like, imagine yourself doing it. Or, actually do it now, even 
with your eyes closed. 

Next time you start to feel pain, take 1 or 2 minutes and do that 
stretching or breathing exercise.
Then notice how it makes you feel.  
Now you have a plan to manage your pain. 

6. Make a Plan

5. “Calm Down” Breath (p. 5) 

Notice one part of you in which you feel pain. For 
example, the pain may be in your back, your hip, or 
even your mind.

Keep noticing that one area as you breathe.

If you like, take 5 breaths.   

Always breathe in a comfortable way.

“Notice that area of pain as YOU breathe in.  
Keep noticing that area of pain on YOUR long, slow 
breath out.”

(Repeat 5 times.)

V. “Noticing Breath”

1. Silly “Shake and Stretch” (p.1)

2. “Noticing Breath”
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When you are ready, make any 
adjustments so you are sitting or lying 
down comfortably. 

Tensing and then releasing muscles can 
be a way to decrease pain.  

Only move in a comfortable way. 
Remember, the only wrong way to move 
is if it hurts. 

When YOU breathe in, make a fist in 
your left hand.                                            
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
the fist.

As YOU breathe in, tighten your left 
shoulder.                                                      
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
the shoulder.

As YOU breathe in, tighten your fist and 
shoulder.                                                      
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
the fist and shoulder.

Notice how just by thinking about it, you 
can release muscle tension.

As YOU breathe in, tighten your left hip. 
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
your hip.

•

As YOU breathe in, tighten your left leg.              
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
your leg.

As YOU breathe in, press down on your 
left foot.                                                          
On YOUR long, slow breath out, release 
the foot.

On YOUR next breath in, tighten every 
muscle you can feel on your left side. 
Keep breathing as you feel the muscles 
tighten.

When you notice all the muscles are tight, 
take a long, slow breath out and let all 
those muscles release. 

(Repeat slowly on the other side.) 

You may like to say this to yourself at 
night to get to sleep.

•

VI. “Tense and Release” Mindful Meditation

2. Make a Plan (p. 9 )

1. “Tense and Release”
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Simple Stretching and Mindful Breathing to Manage 

Physical & Emotional Pain

Note: These breaks are designed to help you practice ways to change how you manage 
pain based on the ideas listed below.

How do I know if this program is right for me? Be evaluated by your health care provider, 
who can tell you if it is a good choice.

How much do I have to do?  Even one minute of mindful breathing or simple stretching can 

have benefits. 

What will I practice in this class to help me manage my pain? 

❖ Controlling your breath to lower heart rate and blood pressure.                                          

Just 5 longer breaths out will stimulate the Vagus Nerve and can lower blood pressure.

❖ Releasing muscle/emotional tension with simple stretching and strengthening.        

When in pain, we can learn to hold ourselves in ways that then may cause more pain. 

Simple stretching and then strengthening of muscles can keep your body in better 

alignment, so there is less pressure on nerves and joints.

❖ Releasing muscle/emotional tension with ‘tense and release’ exercises.                         

The ‘Tense and Release’ exercises allow us to practice how to release tension, which then 

can decrease pain in the body and in the mind by interrupting the stress cycle in the brain.

❖ “Finding a better way to move”*. If moving hurts, try a different way.  Not moving often 

makes pain worse. Tight muscles can press on nerves and unused joints dry out. Even small 

movements have benefits.  *Moshe Feldenkrais

❖ Remembering to breathe when feeling pain or tension.                                                  

When we are in pain, we naturally brace for it. We often hold our breath, which then 

activates the stress cycle and muscles tighten.

❖ Being ready with your simple plan. Pick a breathing break (5 breaths) or simple stretch 

that you like. Next time you start to feel physical or emotional discomfort or pain, say to 

yourself: “Oh, there is that pain (or uncomfortable thought). I know what to do.”  You can 

be in control of your response to your pain and interrupt your own pain cycle. 

Ideas to Share

Please do not continue a stretch if you experience tingling, burning or numbness.                                            
Free breaks at www.greentreeyoga.org/help-my-pain
Questions: Contact Yael Calhoun   801 656 7885 (c) or greentreeyoga@comcast.net
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