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GET COMPOSED

Toni Scott, BSN, RN, reached her 
breaking point right in the 
middle of her shift. After two 

years of working in a pediatric 
emergency department in an urban 
area, she realized she ‘‘couldn’t do it 
anymore.’’ 

Scott’s childhood dream career had 
turned into an emotional nightmare. As 
she cried on the ED floor, a colleague 
pulled her aside and encouraged her to 
go home to make a decision about her 
career. But Scott already knew it was 
time to walk away.

Scott had begun her pediatric nursing 
career in 1996 in a postpartum nursery 
unit on the East Coast and as a travel 
nurse in neonatal intensive care. After 
the stress of caring for high-risk 
newborns, she wanted a change of 
scenery. She moved to the Midwest, 
only to find that pediatric trauma was 
even more intense and unlike anything 
she had experienced in her career. 

‘‘It was just back-to-back trauma calls 
and work environment chaos,’’ Scott 
said. ‘‘I felt like I’m an ER nurse, so I 
should be tough enough to handle 
everything that was coming in. But 
when you see these children come in 
[with] the most devastating situations 
— sometimes at the hands of gangs, 
sometimes at the hands of their family 
members — it was a lot to absorb.

‘‘As nurses, we do and we see things 
that are not conversation pieces. And 
you don’t want to talk about it with 
your colleagues when it’s over and 
done. We all did our best to cope. The 

toxic work environment was there 
because none of us knew what to do 
with our emotions. Once I walked out 
of the door on Sept. 14, 2007, I knew I 
wasn’t going back.’’

Scott took a three-year hiatus to focus 
on holistic wellness and recover from 
her burnout. She had became a 
certified yoga instructor before she left 

bedside nursing; yoga, she said, helped 
her become self-aware. She sometimes 
found herself taking breaks to practice 
standing yoga poses in the restroom 
before returning to the ED floor. 

‘‘Nurses care so much about their 
patients, sometimes to the detriment 
[of] themselves,’’ she said. ‘‘On the ER 
floor, we don’t take breaks. We barely 
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eat or go to the bathroom.

‘‘Emergency nurses have to become 
aware. Listen to what your body is 
saying. It’s OK to take a five-minute 
break to re-ground, even if that means 
going into the utility room, closing your 
eyes and just breathing. It doesn’t 
sound like a lot, but it works so well.’’

Yoga has renewed Scott’s passion for 
nursing and drawn her back to the 
profession to teach nurses about 
mindfulness-based self-care. 

‘‘Once I started to heal, I realized that I 
am still a nurse — I’m so passionate 
about improving the health and 
wellness of nurses and making this 
change,’’ she said.

Her goal after obtaining her MSN is to 
pursue her DNP so she can develop 
courses in nursing programs that focus 
on mindfulness-based wellness.  

‘‘In nursing school, we learned 
everything about caring for patients, 
but we didn’t learn about how to really 
care for ourselves as nurses and then 
transfer that care to our patients,’’ Scott 
said. ‘‘I think that’s a big part that’s 
missing, and that’s why nurses are 
burning out so quickly. My ultimate 
goal is to create a profession where we 
are healthy from admission into college 
to retirement and beyond.’’ 

ENA member Dian Dowling Evans, PhD, 
FNP-BC, ENP-BC, also is inspired to 
educate other emergency nurses about 
yoga and self-care. After 12 years as an 

emergency nurse practitioner, Evans 
was burnt out, exhausted and no longer 
passionate about her patients. She 
started practicing Ashtanga yoga six 
days a week for an hour. Over time she 
noticed herself handling situations 
with co-workers, patients and physician 
colleagues without being reactive. 

‘‘I could let things go much more easily 
— it changed my mood and my ability 
to cope,’’ Evans said. ‘‘My yoga practice 
led me to return to graduate school at 
age 53 to become a yoga researcher. I 
enrolled in a PhD program to 
contribute to the science of how yoga 
impacts health so that I could teach 
nurses and nurse practitioners how to 
improve their well-being while learning 
to care for patients.’’ 

In the ’90s, yoga research was just 
beginning to be reported in peer-
reviewed journals. However, in the last 
decade, research demonstrating yoga’s 
benefits has increased dramatically, 
including how yoga and meditative 
practices can reduce burnout and stress 
among nurses. Through her own 
research, Evans has found yoga to be a 
powerful therapy for patients.

‘‘Those of us who work in emergency 
care run a tremendous risk of getting 
burned out, which is what happened to 
me,’’ she said. ‘‘Today, there is growing 
evidence that nurses who practice yoga 
and meditation report they are less 
stressed at work, sleep better and are 
more satisfied with their jobs when they 
engage in these types of practices.’’

Evans completed her PhD in nursing in 
2009 and is now director of the 
emergency nurse practitioner program 
at the Emory University School of 
Nursing in Atlanta. She has developed 
a health promotion course that 
includes content about the benefits of 
yoga and mindfulness meditation. It’s a 
required class for all nurse practitioner 
students at Emory.

‘‘I teach emergency nurse practitioners 
to use yoga and meditation while 
they’re in graduate school and to 
consider incorporating it into a lifelong 
practice so that they can sustain the 
demands of working in the ED,’’ Evans 
said. ‘‘Given the time that it takes to 
become competent as an emergency 
nurse or nurse practitioner, it is 
imperative that we get the message 
out that we have to engage in these 
types of practices to maintain and 
optimize our health to continue to 
practice within our profession.

‘‘When you practice yoga on a regular 
basis, you experience unanticipated 
benefits. You feel less stressed, you 
become happier, cope better and 
become less reactive to life’s irritations. 
I think faculty have a responsibility to 
prepare students to become excellent 
clinicians who also know how to take 
care of themselves by engaging in 
practices that allow them to be 
healthier, happier and more able to 
cope with career demands, especially 
in the ED.”

‘‘Those of us who work in emergency 
care run a tremendous risk of getting 
burned out, which is what happened 

to me. Today, there is growing 
evidence that nurses who practice 

yoga and meditation report they are 
less stressed at work, sleep better  
and are more satisfied with their 
jobs when they engage in these 

types of practices. ’ ’
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