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Goals for our time together:

Understanding 
neuroscience 

(enough to apply it)

Understanding 
human adaptation 
and the impact on 

the college 
classroom

Understanding our 
Stress Arousal 

Continuum

How to promote a 
“learning brain” state 

with students

2018 study on 
“Mental Chatter”

Of our 12,000 to 60,000 
thoughts per day: 

• 80% were categorized 
as negative

• And what we are 
thinking about today is 
90% or more of what 
we thought about 
yesterday. 

Raj, Raghunathan, PhD., Psychology Today, 
2018

Survival of the species: 
we are pre-wired to 
pay attention to 
danger.
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It turns out…
• We feel, and then we think. Not the other way 

around (even if the latter appears to be true for us, 
we might just be more regulated than others). 

• If we are not feeling well (unsafe, unsure, depressed, 
anxious, and of course, ill) it is very difficult to think 
well.

• The brain works sequentially, and the order is this:

Regulate
Relate
Reason

Also, why is it the older we get…

…The harder it gets? 
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Bottom Line
• Early development and adaptation 

neurologically changes how we 
interact with the world and strongly 
influences our adulthood choices 
(patterns of behavior) 

• Tendency to quick activation can 
mean coping behaviors, seemingly 
automatic reactions, and adult health 
problems

• Serious childhood trauma (one in four 
experience this) can impact our 
immune system and stress tolerance
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Experience shapes the foundation of our brains, bodies, and our lives.
It sets up a cascade of perceptions, behaviors, and risks that stay with us through life. 
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Safe World

Dangerous World

BRAIN
Prepares for 

anticipated world

Adapted from the research of Martin Teicher, MD, Ph.D
By Washington Family Policy Council

NEUTRAL 
START

Experience & Adaptation

POSITIVE STRESS
Stress is buffered by 
adult protection & 

nurturance

BIOLOGY & 
SOCIETAL 

EXPECTATIONS 
ALIGN

World with Challenges & Support

Dangerous

Safe

BRAIN
Prepares for 

anticipated world

OUTCOME
Individual & 

species survive 
the worst 
conditions

CHARACTERISTICS

“Brawn over 
Brains”

Focused: Fight, 
Flight or Freeze

TOXIC STRESS

OUTCOME
Individual & 

species survive 
in  good times; 
vulnerable in 

poor conditions

CHARACTERISTICS

”Process over 
Power”

Multi-focused: 
Relational 

Hardwired for Anticipated World

Dissonance between 
biological expectations & 

social reality fuels problems

Adapted from the research of Martin Teicher, MD, Ph.D
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∙ Safety – ensuring physical and emotional safety

∙ Trustworthiness – maintaining appropriate 
boundaries and making tasks clear

∙ Choice – prioritizing choice and control (for people 
who have had control taken away, having small 
choices makes a big difference)

∙ Collaboration – maximizing collaboration

∙ Empowerment - prioritizing empowerment and 
skill-building

Core Principles of a Trauma-Informed System of Care

Hippocampus

Amygdala
Limbic system

Cerebral Cortex

Brain 
stemSpinal 

cord

Sensory Information 

Solve Problems When Everyone Can Think Clearly

Trauma-Informed 
Conversation
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Before we dive a little deeper…
● What is coming up for you? 
● What is your mind thinking about? 
● What questions do you have? 
● What do you want to learn more about? 
● How might this information be useful to your teaching? 

● One minute of silent reflection 
● Then, with 2 or 3 people, share what you feel comfortable 

sharing. 

Neurosequenial
Model In Education

Shedding some light on 
what is happening inside 
our students (and all of us!). 

Reason
Relate

Regulate
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Neurotransmitters
DA 

Dopamine

NE
Norepinephrine

SER
Serotonin
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Changing Behavior

● Rehearsed neural pathways are strongest (even if not 
preferred)

● New patterns must be practiced in State 2 (and even 
3 to some extent)

● With regular stimulation, without slipping into State 
4, we can train the brain for a new pathway

○ In the brain-hand model, think half-flipped
○ Regular practice creates tolerance and resilience
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Role of Joy

Promoting a Learning 
Brain in Adults

• Each of us needs conditions to 
be in a learning state of mind

• Past experiences can 
significantly impact our brain 
state

• Adult Learning Theory – Why it 
matters

• Mirror Neurons work

Why Learn About How 
Adults Learn?

• To move the practice forward

• To engage adults in the learning 
process

• To help all adults in your classroom 
be successful

• To help all students on campus be 
successful

• To understand what adults need

• To build a common “why” for the 
work that needs to happen
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FACTORS TO CONSIDER

1. Time: available time, time of day

2. Audience: familiarity, ability, formal, 
attitude, size  

3. Purpose: interaction, fears/agendas, team, 
laughs

4. Sensitivity: memories, embarrassment 

77

Adult Learners
• Want to know the reason why

• Important
• Effectiveness
• Life quality

• Seen as capable of Self-direction
• Natural
• Resist force
• Cognitive dissonance

• Diverse Experience and Expertise
• Connect to it
• Accurate/inaccurate
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Adult Learners

• Ready when they “Need to Know”
• Correlate to vocational development, “perceived needs”

• Want learning in Context of Real-life
• Solve problems, perform better, reinforce connection

• Influenced more by Intrinsic Motivations
• Intrinsic: desire to improve, resist learning that 

violates adult learning principles, advancement, 
their attitude 

• Extrinsic: Raises, better jobs, their “perceived” 
ability, time constraints
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Bonus: Adult Educators…
• Help adults know Why

• Engage adults in the learning 

• active participation, demonstration 
insufficient, provide practice (even 
coaching)

• Connect to Experience-Job

• realistic and relevant, avoid ambiguity
80

• Create a Safe Environment

• Vary Pace and Instructional Methods

• Keeps adult learner interest high

• Mix in discussion, simulation, problem-solving

• Case-study, role-playing (modeling vs springing 
roleplaying on the participants)

• Adopt the Role of a Facilitator
• Makes the trainer more approachable

• We are suspicious of “founts of knowledge”

Bonus: Adult Educators…

Thinking about teaching adults...

• With a partner, discuss these adult educator ideas: 
Role of ACES, neuropathways, the Stress Continuum, 
Adult Learner qualities

• Think of a time when you experienced a presenter 
who did not attend to these concepts. What was the 
impact? 

• If your students aren’t getting what you need them to 
get, what could you do differently, based on the 
science?
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