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1. Functioning does not always mean you are within your capacity. 
We can continue working, parenting, attending school, helping others, and meeting 
responsibilities while our nervous system is already showing signs of overload. Tension, 
exhaustion, irritability, difficulty concentrating, forgetfulness, urgency, avoidance, and shutting 
down can all be warning lights. Learning to recognize our own signals gives us an opportunity to 
respond before we reach complete exhaustion. 
 
2. Stress is not the problem; staying overloaded without enough recovery is. 
Our nervous system is designed to respond to challenges and demands. Problems develop 
when the demands remain high for too long without enough opportunity to rest, recover, 
reconnect, or receive support. Over time, chronic overload can affect sleep, physical health, 
concentration, decision-making, relationships, learning, and work. 
 
3. Your window of tolerance reflects your current capacity. 
The window of tolerance is the range of nervous system activation where we can remain 
present, think clearly, feel our emotions, connect with others, learn, and respond effectively. 
When we move above this window, we may become anxious, reactive, restless, overwhelmed, 
or urgent. When we move below it, we may become exhausted, numb, disconnected, foggy, or 
shut down. 
 
4. Your capacity changes. 
We do not have the same amount of capacity every day or during every season of life. Sleep, 
grief, health, hormones, stress, support, environment, and competing responsibilities can all 
affect how much our nervous system can manage. Sometimes the stressor did not become 
bigger; our available capacity became smaller. 
 
5. Some of what we carry is chosen, and some of it is handed to us. 
Sometimes we take on additional responsibility because we care, we are capable, people trust 
us, or we want to contribute. Other times life simply becomes heavy through illness, grief, 
parenting, caregiving, financial stress, family crises, school, work, or unexpected circumstances. 
Not every source of stress can be removed. Recognizing what can and cannot be changed 
helps us decide where we need limits, support, recovery, or help. 
 
6. Self-care supports nervous system capacity. 
Self-care is not something we earn after every responsibility has been completed. Sleep, food, 
hydration, movement, connection, spiritual practices, cultural connection, quiet, healthcare, 
mindfulness, and recovery all help support the nervous system carrying the load. Small, 
consistent practices often matter more than occasional attempts to recover after we are already 
depleted. 
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7. Knowing your values helps you decide what deserves your energy. 
When we are unclear about what matters most, every opportunity and request can feel equally 
important. Identifying our values and goals helps us become more intentional about where we 
spend limited time, energy, attention, and resources. Not every good opportunity has to become 
our opportunity. 
 
8. Every yes has a cost. 
Saying yes to one thing often means saying no to something else: rest, family time, schoolwork, 
health, relationships, recovery, or another goal. Before committing, it can help to ask: Does this 
align with my values? Do I have capacity for this right now? What am I saying no to by saying 
yes? 
 
9. Boundaries protect what matters. 
Being responsible does not mean being responsible for everything. Boundaries can protect our 
health, families, education, relationships, goals, and ability to continue contributing over time. 
Feeling guilty when setting a boundary does not automatically mean the boundary is wrong. 
Sometimes guilt is simply the discomfort of changing an old pattern. 
 
10. Not everything you can carry is yours to carry. 
Some responsibilities truly belong to us. Some belong to us but can be shared. Some can be 
delegated or delayed. Some may belong to someone else entirely. Being capable of solving a 
problem does not automatically make that problem our responsibility. Sustainable contribution 
requires learning what to keep, what to share, and what to put down. 
 
 Final Reflection 
 
Your value is not measured by how much you can carry. 
 
Whether you eventually work on your home reservation, in your home community, in another 
tribal community, or somewhere else entirely, your ability, gifts, perspective, and representation 
matter. 
 
Our communities need people who care, learn, teach, lead, advocate, create, mentor, parent, 
and serve. We also need those people well enough to continue becoming who they are meant 
to be. 
 
Stay curious about your warning lights, your capacity, what matters most to you, and what is 
truly yours to carry. 
 
What do I want to keep carrying, what can be shared, and what am I ready to put down? 
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