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PART 2

Understanding

\ ! / "
<, - What Lies Beneath
the Behaviour
‘ THE BRAIN, NERVOUS SYSTEM & BEHAVIOUR

What is the student’s behaviour
communicating?

1
/ & \inthivithal %(

&_ Reflection Question

.  Whenstudents are
ity - ¢ - dysregulated, howdol
typically interpret

their behavior?

7
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——» Defiance
—— > Withdrawal
What is wrettg with —— > Constant Interruptions
is’student?
——>» Refusal
What We See
&——>» Sensory overload
fji What might be going © What Is Being ———> Fear
4 l? .
<./ on for this student? Communicated e————» Unmet relational needs
s Reliving a traumatic
- ] memory
w A
Sk Behavior is never random. It is a last-resort attempt to communicate an unmet need.
All behavior is a form of communication, and all communication is an opportunity for connection.
3

/ Common Myths and Misconceptions
About Student Behaviour
a8 @ (2 UG © amb
544 B 1 % R

The student’s reaction

; Students can choose This has happened before; Students should be able
:ﬁmehogt of nowhe;e, to behave properly. the student should get it to ask for help when
ey had no reason to by now. they need it.

behave like that.

oW O [ °@

The student has no excuse Studentahelarenot We must address the Managing emotions has
to behave that way; disciplined will inappropriate behaviour to be taught and the
they don’'t have a hlStOf:y never learn. immediately, if not we're goal of SEL is
of trauma nor a diagnosis. giving it permission. self-regulation.
a5 e Students’ behaviour is communication.
N Understanding the why helps us respond with empathy and support.
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=

Behaviour Is Information

What is the nervous system telling us?

Yy -l

BEHAVIOUR MAKES SENSE
IN THE CONTEXT OF THE NERVOUS SYSTEM.

N SEEEA DIOE SELAS AS K
“How do I stop /-9 “What is the nervous
this behaviour?” system telling us?”

5
The Behaviour
Traditional Focus:
How do | stop this behaviour?
Bl

IS The Need

Curiosity Focus:
What is the child communicating?

What is the need underneath
this behaviour?

What support is required
right now?

)
What we see influences what we do.
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The area of the brain that controls “executive functions” — including weighing long-term
consequences and controlling impulses — is among the last to fully mature.
Brain development from childhood to adulthood:
5-year-old brain Preteen brain Teen brain 20-year-old brain & Uy
\’
Front
o Development
view takes time.
The brain’s systems
Back for planning, impul_se
control, and weighing
Dorsal lateral prefrontal cortex (“executive functions”) consequences continue
to mature through
Parts of brain - Parts of brain adulthood
less fully mature more fully matured '
Image from the National Institute of Mental Health, Paul Thompson, Ph.D., UCLA Laboratory of Neuro Imaging

: Why do Students Today Need &
Today’s Learners  Co-Regulation More than Ever?

GROWING UP IN A COMPLEX WORLD

DeW‘“"ds —
Fewe: anities @ A rapidly changing world.
OPPO tor Negd = Adolescents today are navigating a rapidly
Gres™ ,ction- oy, v= changing world that places increasing
Coy]ﬂ UNCERTAINTY v z
fol/ e = demands on their nervous systems.
CONNECTION - EXPECTATIONS
: 9 Fewer natural opportunities.
@ While young people have always needed connection
ik and support to develop self-regulation, many modern
PRESSURES Mé:?:fﬁzilim conditions have reduced the natural opportunities

CHALLENGES through which regulation develops:

The‘jre. 09 ® SUG 2
pavigatind iat 2 o © =
a lot. Increased Reduced Less time Social Higher levels Sleep
screentime  unstructured in nature pressures of stress and disruptions
time anxiety
e
Regulated adults hel A ) Same. s
7 V. i -Q)- | More connection. A calmer future. Guder,,
today’s learners thrive. AVE 15"]29/5”@5-
u
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or minimized, which can limit the
development of coping skills and resilience.

5 nt
/ ¥ Elements That Influence e,
en ° o o> Need:
Ghor Adol ts’ Emotional Matu St

oo s oliescents mmotional via l’lty o reel A

AL onnect®

We\\‘@ng FACTORS IN TODAY’'S WORLD THAT CAN IMPACT SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT Vﬂlued-
3 Ay

o Less unstructured play o i 6 tsggl‘fgdséies'g‘:;‘g .
and time out(_ipors eI S ,’/ ’ A focus on quick fixes and
Fewer opportunities for 7 A ) S oo

PP being calm” can limit opportunities
free pla){, oyermeny and 4 to experience and learn from
connection with nature. challenging emotions.

e Less family time e Pressure for independence
Busy schedules and fewer 000 S e Many teens are pushed to be
shared meals or meaningful (RS self-reliant before they feel ready,
conversations. which can increase anxiety

and self-doubt.

e Not enough respite 3 | ) ]
Constant stimulation and .z o e o Cultural and social expectations
busy schedules leave little I# o0 Messages about performance,
time to rest and recharge. . [ ] o appearance, and success can impact

2 e - self-esteem and emotional well-being.
& ¢ &N

° Increased screen time Sum;oﬁ' °dal5' Fewer opportunities to face
More time on social media, 1 v Tomorrow- »® real-life challenges
Zf:%]g;argf’;ggg ‘i'lgggl gre;\gces St Onge Many daily struggles are removed

social skills.

I n ex
N - Emotional maturity develops through relationships, experience, challenges, S‘XZ?\GG- .
and supportive environments — not simply with age. ﬁé Mfes.
—

/ Hierarchical Organization of the Human Brain

CORTEX A * Reflection
Wi : > \’ * Reasoning
* Creativity » Language ¢ Values -« Time <« Hope S S

Adapted emotional
responses based on
arousal activation

(not always conscious).

LIMBIC

* Reward < Memory < Bonding < Emotions
20,

\'/

»

DIENCEPHALON
. » Sleep * Appetite

* Movement

¢ Innate reactions driven
by the central nervous system
(unconscious)

¢ Seeks for safety cues.

—— A

M N O

Instinctive innate reflexes
(unconscious).

« Temperature
* Respiration
« Cardiac

All levels of the brain work together. A regulated, connected nervous system supports
learning, behavior, and well-being.
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/ Maturation is
Not Inevitable

Ideal Conditions B

HOW EXPERIENCE SHAPES BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

The prefrontal cortex debuts its growth
| between 5-7 years old, continuing into

Only in ideal conditions is

a teen disposed to maturation.
Trauma can stunt brain
development.

Hypersensitive Profile

Prefrontal
.

and

Safet:
predictability

Experience shapes the brain.

\,

AN A NN —— ﬁ:xﬁ/ \\{\%/\,/ V’\/ﬂj

(‘ é;efrontal\—f/

Support, safety, and good relational experiences create the conditions for healthy development.

N\

J

For hypersensitive teens
© orthose with trauma, this
foundational 5-7-year
developmental gap is
delayed to 7-9 years old.

11
°
The Filter:
Sensory Gating
HOW THE NERVOUS SYSTEM FILTERS INFORMATION
Healthy System )
Auditory and visual Auditory and =
stimuli are efficiently visual stimuli >
filtered, preventing —
sensory overload. Stimulus filter
Compromised System L./
p Y — '/ = ;
The stimulus filter is impaired. Auditory and = =———— ' \ = 1N,
Sensory input floods the lower visual stimuli  =—————p \o \
brain (Brainstem/Diencephalon), — \ $\ /
overwhelming the system before Nd “ ‘
it can reach the thinking Cortex. Stimulus filter
1 .
\, A well-regulated nervous system filters what comes in.
Support and safety help the brain do its job.
12
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behaviour
The Brain Learns Best  safe & Connected  Threatened & Stressed
L LEARNING MODE SURVIVAL MODE
in a State of Safety o s
4 . s preromesl (@ (L) (LA sy
%?i%s E:fiiirng:r:?:;:;ﬁ:nce shows that the brain prioritizes Eiz?:i;ing ’J) L \\ /) > ” N% - (Bsr:ir:;val

Poss»b
V,

When students feel emotionally safe, more parts of the brain
are available for thinking, problem-solving, creativity, and

learning.
J Calm. Curious. Open.

When students feel threatened, overwhelmed, or Ready to learn.

disconnected, the brain shifts into survival mode.

Alert. Defensive. Overwhelmed.
Focused on staying safe.

In a state of stress, students are more likely to:
Become reactive or impulsive

Have difficulty concentrating

Struggle to follow directions

Experience emotional outbursts

Withdraw from participation

BErddQe

Have difficulty retaining new information

~,
~ @ |

A student who feels safe is far more available for learning
than a student who is focused on managing anxiety, uncertainty, or fear.

-~

1 Before students can full
-\O,_ engage in learning, theyy Wts
N must first experience a gf ;
L sense of emotional security. B,«.@M”
. &
 regulatet ~
braan 8 %
learning bros
/V

/

o Before Students Process Our Instructions, potit
Ca.[m t on.
- They Process Our Presence. = G
nec -
Before they interpret 8 U g
N O , our words, they interpret S - Their nervous systems
= = our tone, facial expression, = {x)17) = are constantly asking
\ posture, pace, and one important question:
emotional availability.
SEEN.
HEARD. @ Am | safe? 8 voleey, . @ Canl trus:t)
VALUED. - = this adult?
MORE
POSSIBLE. . ", ' '
e ®) 0O Will they stay 5 =
withmewhen <~ s Do | matter
l I | things become here?
difficult?
gtroﬂﬂeis
When students feel safe, seen, and connected, Sf“‘wle}
they are more open to learning, growth, and collaboration. B?grufes‘ by v
W
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SUPPORT.
INCLUDE.
RESPECT.
BELONG.

Safety is Created Through

@ w\all
Everyday Experiences. Sﬁ;@t

These experiences communicate:
“This is a place where I can relax enough to learn.”

Safety isn’t just for crises.
A common misconception is that safety is created
only during crises. In reality, students decide whether

school feels safe through hundreds of small,
daily interactions.

Examples of everyday experiences that build safety:

e M @ 2

Predictable Consistent Warm

C A Humour Being
routines responses greetings remembered
N
~ .
’
> Y @ AR
Respectful Opportunities Emotional Adults repairing tf:;?egdpviir:
correction for choice availability mistakes dignity
Y
: gtrond®y
Safety is therefore not an event. S’f“de’% - /
. e
Itis a culture. Bries:

as threatening.

Perceives
danger where
there is none.

aﬂty Neuroception

The brain’s tendency to misinterpret safe situations

Triggers a Can make it hard
stress response to access learning,
even in safe connection and

environments. problem solving.

16
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o Neurological Flooding

WHEN THE BRAIN PERCEIVES THREAT, SURVIVAL TAKES OVER.

Thinking Brain |,
) Language

{{3} Reasoning

Il Impulse control

Survival Brain T
A Detects threat
Triggers alarm

@@ Activates
W' stress response

QO

Flexible thinking

WHEN THE BRAIN FEELS UNSAFE,
SAFETY COMES BEFORE LEARNING.

17

/ The Window of Tolerance

RIOIW SSIIFRE SISTAEEECT.SHTHIESNE RV O SWSY. SHTEM

Sensitized

A lower threshold for
stress. The nervous system
reaches alarm more quickly
and stays activated longer.

Sensitized

Terror

Fear 2

% Neurotypical

A typical range of reactivity
and recovery.

Alarm

Neurotypical

Alert 1
Resilient
Calm 2 Resilient A higher threshold for stress.
2 3 The nervous system recovers
more quickly.

Daily challenge Moderate stress Distress — threat

o d Stress looks different for everyone.
Understanding a student’s window of tolerance helps us respond with greater compassion and support.

Dr. Bruce Perry (2021) What Happened to You?

18
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The thinking brain shuts down
during emotional distress

The Thinking Brain State Diagram

\ '+ The Thinking Brain Thinking

& - C Brain
Shuts Down

When a student is overwhelmed, Emotional

their thinking brain is not fully Center

working. They cannot process - _/
logic, learn lessons, or answer

questions.

el

19

/ When a Student Perceives a Threat...

Whether it is a genuine The amygdala triggers e .

safety concern or a perceived a stress response, flooding o S‘:}ftlig tr,je bra|r.1 rom

social threat (like public 2 the body with cortisol , a2 3 i _m% SEOIND

correction)... and adrenaline... DS SELS

o S = o

Survival State Z Safe & Social State
(Dysregulation) 7 ) ‘ (Regulated)
Fight ¢ Flight ¢ Freeze .

Connection ¢ Calm » Engagement

° Amygdala is activated Ventral vagal system
is active
Stress hormones flood

the body

° Thinking brain
(prefrontal cortex)
goes “offline”

Biologically impossible :
Q to process logic, follow Enlg?_ged,lCurléJuZ,l
instructions, or answer relational, and able

complex questions to learn /

Student feels safe
and connected

Prefrontal cortex

Prefrontal is online

Cortex

< < < <

20
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EDUCATOR’S EIELDR GUIDE

You Cannot Reason with
an Overwhelmed Brain

 , The Biological Reality

\
~ - In moments of stress, frustration, or
conflict, a student’s “thinking brain”
becomes less accessible. They are

operating entirely from emotional
overwhelm.

v

The Intervention Failure

Because the reasoning centers are
i . offline, lectures, consequences, and
logical reasoning processes are

mere noise to the student’s nervous
system.

21
When d lati k
en dysregulation peaks,
[ ] [ ] [ ] L ] [ ]
cognitive availability plummets.
THE COGNITIVE AVAILABILITY CURVE
High A « ' , Logic, ultimatums, and — 3 ks The Core Reality
S -‘ reasoning are completely 3] = =
® inaccessible here. When a student at Tier 3 is
> triggered and dysregulated,
g they are not receptive to our
& interventions in the moment.
@
3
=
g s The Only Mandate
i
ug.l __/ w Adults must focus on
Low > establishing safety for all
i first.
o Receptivity to Intervention High ol
22

11
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/ From Dysregulation to Regulation

HOW BRAIN DEVELOPMENT SUPPORTS BETTER BEHAVIOR

Regulate —_—
—— 2 Relate
———— - 3 Reason - -

DYSREGULATED REGULATED
e Neuroscience has helped dispel the myth that
- O - we need to think better to behave better.
= When students are dysregulated, they have less access to their “thinking brain.” Therefore, the key is rather

helping students feel safe and grounded through structure/routine, predictability and adult support/co-regulation.

learning, behavior, and well-being.

k \, ‘ All levels of the brain work together. A regulated, connected nervous system supports
23

The Brain’s Survival States

in. <N

UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOUR THROUGH A NERVOUS SYSTEM LENS gz::ipotentml' 9
i
Ba foﬂ'\ ol n. State: Withdrawn, frozen, disconnected
is & l,'y\i,(:a:tl'o A (Freeze / Fawn)
" ® Feels numb, shut down, or disengaged

Shut Down ® May appear tired, unmotivated, or “checked out”
(Dorsal Vagal) @ Biology: Nervous system collapses to conserve energy
Freeze / Fawn

State: Angry, impulsive, anxious (Fight / Flight)
® Mobilized oo © Feels threatened, on high alert

‘ -5 : ® May appear agitated, oppositional, or hyperactive
UNDERSTAND. Y z —_ (Sympathetic) yiappeatiag PP yp

— ® Biology: Nervous system prepares to defend against a perceived
BE CURIOUS. /4 Fight / Flight threat

SUPPORT. /

BELONG. 4

State: Engaged, curious, relational (Rest / Connect)

) Safe & Social oo © Feelssafe, calm, and grounded
' . (Ventral Vagal) ® More open to learning, problem-solving, and connection
‘.‘ RestAGonnect @ Biology: Nervous system perceives safety and connection.

Cognitive availability is high.

; t : . ver)
These are not conscious choices. They are adaptive survival responses. «69’(”‘“ Sey\‘ie'
Once we understand this biology, we can stop taking behaviour personally and start responding with N\ok 5
compassion, curiosity, and support. / @

12



Co-Regulation in Secondary Schools - Part Presented by Catherine Korah, CEBM
2: Understanding what lies beneath the

behaviour

/ Nervous System Diagnostic Guide
State Student Presentation Underlying Response
. Aggression, yelling, controlling Defending against a perceived
Flght 'i behavior threat.
. Avoidance, running away, Attempting to escape
thht j’ anxious movement discomfort.
Withdrawal, non-response,
Freeze \t SO Nervous system overwhelm.
Fawn i People-pleasing, self-erasure, Seeking safety through
excessive compliance appeasement.
e Understanding these patterns allows us to stop taking behavior personally
\Z and start responding professionally.
25

O Individual Reframing -
A\ Reflection Question Challenging Behaviour

Think of a recent challenging student behavior.
Deconstruct it through a curiosity lens:

Visible Student Behaviour

(What did you see/hear?) [Describe the raw physical
indicators...]

Possible Unmet Needs
(What might they be communicating?) [Physiological,
relational, safety, or sensory needs...]

My Initial Response
(What did you do or feel tempted to do?) [Triggers,
frustration, impulse to control...]

Alternative Curious Response
(What could you say with a relational posture?)
[Validating emotions, open-ended question, slowing down...]

13
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o

o

Individual
Reflective Exercise

Experience
Mapping Worksheet

Imagine a full school day from the
perspective of a vulnerable student,
taking into account how their
environment impacts them.

o <chool. EMPATHY
nce MaP Same UILDS
- ' St“dent EXPCV e foennf s?’ko NGER
. . ] A Day in Their Shoes P ”spemve ScHootS
Y e —
TN @-==F OFA 0=, O
- L
N o R o R Sor R o People
Places
Routines
G (L‘E‘Nscn ) o PE‘RIOI.JI e P‘ERlOIDQ (AS:I;TOE:“ 9)cnoo1. EXPgLfﬂﬁMS
U & otions
H -asy-T 2 &
Make &
d;ffemcb
e
REFLECTION f
1 What might be helpful to this student What barriers might they be facing? What is one change | could make as an A m‘0'¢ .m[
Y. atdifferent points in the day? educator to better support this student? | jnglusive S
@ tarts with
understanding:
— —_— ==
BELONG LEARN GROW

Greater understanding
today leads to more
compassionate and
supportive tomorrow.

e
Pfefo ' popt

27
Considering all the elements involved
i . R @
o L Fl . ==
LB g o]
Student Context Adult Outcome
e Chronological age e Impact of the physical e Relationship with the student e Shiftin student/adult
e Brain maturation space (size of the room, (engaged the student’s dynamic (size)
X ¢ space to move, etc.) attachment) % )
e Neurodiversity/ S : it e Possibly an escalation
Sensitivity St eEOTyINPUL S ® Adult posture or a de-escalation in
e Level of emotional and ; Iypeloiaitmiy g(;mg = S S the student’s behaviour
social development o p?ZZic(laf)im; ure 2 éevel of '"s'iht : e Outcome becomes
e e Capacity to be reflective roblematic or is
e Family history (trauma) e Social impact (makeup of e Preventive vs. reactive Eesolved
e Stuck or guarded the group, dynamics with e Aim at co-regulation vs Debrieffoll >
Elcticlally geers) ok behaviour management et ol srniiee
e Etc. £ JPRaIUFea e RIAEe e Type of response (posture,
e Support from other staff tone, etc.)
1 . - q
e Understanding all of these elements helps us stop taking behavior personally
and start responding professionally.
28
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