
Building Strong Brains

Six-Hour Professional Development Session for Secondary Schools
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Community Builder
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BSB



Equality vs. Equity
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 Build and enhance foundation of knowledge on trauma-informed care in the 

context of brain science, adverse childhood experiences, and resilience.

 How does trauma effect learning.

 Examine and integrate practices that promote resilience of students and staff.

Goals of the Session
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1. Brain architecture is established early in life and supports lifelong learning, 

behavior, and health.

2. Toxic stress in the early years of life can derail healthy development.

3. Stable, caring relationships and “serve and return” interaction shape brain 

architecture.

4. Resilience can be built through “serve and return” relationships, improving 

self-regulation and executive.

Four Core Concepts of Development
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Building Strong Brains: Tennessee’s ACEs Initiative, Facilitator’s Guide” Tennessee Department of Children’s Services. 



1. Brain architecture is established early in life and supports lifelong learning, 

behavior, and health.

Four Core Concepts of Development
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Building Strong Brains: Tennessee’s ACEs Initiative, Facilitator’s Guide” Tennessee Department of Children’s Services. 



How are Brains Built?

10https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmVWOe1ky8s



Brain Architecture
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 Brains are built over time starting at the very 
beginning of life. Simple skills come first, more 
complex skills build on top of them.

 Cognitive, social, and personal capabilities are 
inextricably intertwined throughout the life 
course.

 A strong foundation in the early years 
improves the odds for positive experiences of 
relationship, learning, and growth later on. A 
weak foundation increases the odds of 
difficulties.



Formation of Neural Connections
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The brain rapidly develops 

synaptic connections during 

the earliest years of life.

Connections that 

are reinforced grow 

stronger, and those 

that are not, 

disappear.



What Childhood Neglect Tells Us About
Nature vs. Nurture
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(Felitti & Anda, 2003; source CDC)



Bottom Up Processing
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Neocortex (planning, judgement,…): 

What can I learn from this?

Limbic System (emotions): 

Am I loved?

Brain Stem: 

Am I safe?



Top Down vs. Bottom Up
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Typical 

Development
Developmental 

Trauma

Adapted from Holt & Jordan, Ohio DoE
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National Institutes of Health



The Hippocampus: Our Memory Storage Unit
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Can kids learn to acknowledge when they are flipping 
their lid?

18
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gm9CIJ74Oxw



Flipping Your Lid
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Neocortex: 

What can I learn from this?

Limbic System: 

Am I loved?

Brain Stem: 

Am I safe?



Think, Feel, Do Cycle
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Iceberg Theory – What lies beneath the behavior?

21



What Lies Beneath Behavior
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From Kristin Souers and Pete Hall, “Address Trauma With Calm, Consistent Care”



Adverse Childhood Experiences Study
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccKFkcfXx-c

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccKFkcfXx-c
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Demographics



ACEs Can Have Lasting Effects On…

25Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016



Number of ACEs Experienced Before Age 18 by Adult 
Tennesseans in 2016
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39.0%

22.0%

12.2%

9.3%

17.5%

0 1 2 3 4+

27% had 3 or more ACEs 
(that’s 1 in 4)

61% had at least 1 ACE

Source: Tennessee Department of Health, 2016
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 Significant relationships can be pivotal buffers

 Being a member of a marginalized population does not equal trauma 

or an adverse childhood experience (it is not causal, just a risk factor)

 ACEs are universal, but the access to healing is not.

ACEs = Trauma

It’s not about the event,  

It’s about the 

experience of the event.
its about the experience of the 

event. 



What do your students face daily?

28



Window of Tolerance for Stress
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Billy Eddie

STRESS

Adverse

Experiences

Adverse

Experiences

STRESS

Adapted from Heather T. Forbes, “Help For Billy: A beyond consequences approach to helping 

children in the classroom.”
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1. Brain architecture is established early in life and 

supports lifelong learning, behavior, and health.

2. Toxic stress in the early years of life can derail healthy 

development.

3. Stable, caring relationships and “serve and return” 

interaction shape brain architecture.

Four Core Concepts of Development

Building Strong Brains: Tennessee’s ACEs Initiative, Facilitator’s Guide” Tennessee Department of Children’s Services. 



Learning Takes Place in the Context of Relationships
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https://youtu.be/fsyaB8c_GVY

https://youtu.be/fsyaB8c_GVY


 “Kids don’t learn from people they don’t like.” Rita Pierson

 “Children don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care” 
John Maxwell

 “Be who you needed when you were younger.” Ayesha Siddiqi

 At the end of the day, people won’t remember what you said or did. They will 

remember how you made them feel.” Maya Angelou

All Learning Takes Place in the Context of Relationships.
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1. Brain architecture is established early in life and supports lifelong learning, 

behavior, and health.

2. Toxic stress in the early years of life can derail healthy development.

3. Stable, caring relationships and “serve and return” interaction shape brain 

architecture.

4. Resilience can be built through “serve and return” relationships, improving self-

regulation and executive functions.

Four Core Concepts of Development

Building Strong Brains: Tennessee’s ACEs Initiative, Facilitator’s Guide” Tennessee Department of Children’s Services. 



The 3 R’s Are Not Enough
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A Note on Neuroplasticity

neu·ro·plas·tic·i·ty
the ability of the 

brain to form and 

reorganize synaptic 

connections, 

especially in 

response to learning 

or experience or 

following injury.



The Brain’s Ability to Change Decreases Over Time
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Source: National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2009

During puberty and 
adolescence, there is 

another window of 
plasticity

BSB



37



Schools should be a charging station for students!
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Shifting to a Trauma-Informed Lens
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From:  “What’s wrong with you?”

To:  “What happened to you?

(And how can I help?)”



5 Critical Steps to Implementing A Trauma-Informed 
School
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Concept Mantra Strategy

1. The stress is coming from 

outside.

It’s not about me. Drop your personal mirror.

2. Allow the student to de-

escalate and regulate before 

solving the issue.

Problem solving and solutions 

can’t be worked through while “in 

the moment.”

Designate a quiet place(s) where 

students can feel safe to de-

escalate.

3. It’s never about the issue at 

hand. It goes much deeper.

What’s really driving this child’s 

behavior?

Be the one who listens and

values the student’s voice…ask 

how you can help. Explore the 

underlying issue behind the 

behavior.

4. It’s a brain issue, not a 

behavior issue.

My job is to help this school 

regulate, not simply behave.

Incorporate regulatory activities 

into the culture of the classroom 

and support students in their 

ability to learn how to self-

regulate.

5. Discipline is to teach, not to 

punish.

Discipline should happen through 

the context of relationships.

Use consequences that keep 

students in school and foster the 

building of trust and safety with 

caring adults.

Adapted from “The Trauma Informed School” by Jim Sporleder and Heather T. Forbes



41

Pair and Share
 Does the step you chose resonate with 

particular experiences or patterns you notice 

in the school community?

 How is the step currently being practiced (or 

not) in your classroom/school community?

 What might make this step easy or hard to 

practice in your classroom/at your school?

Activity: Five Critical Steps



 Give emotional space.

 Ask yourself the right questions.

 Tune into your own experience.

Responding vs. Reacting
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Sporleder & Forbes, 2016



 “Go to the principal’s office.”

 “Stop acting like a baby.”

 “Don’t you talk to an adult like that.”

 “It’s not that difficult.”

 “You should have never acted like that.”

 “Act your age.”

 “Stop whining.”

Traditional Reactions
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 “I’m here. You’re not in trouble.”

 “That really set you back, didn’t it?”

 “You’re allowed to have a voice. Let’s talk together.”

 “I need to know how hard this is for you.”

 “Sometimes life just gets too hard, doesn’t it?”

 “Let’s talk about it.”

 “I want to understand you better. If I know how you feel, I’ll be able to help you 

better. Use your voice.”

Trauma-Informed Responses
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See it in action: Pearl Cohn High School - Building School 
Culture
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What if teachers knew?
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GXBdL7B3hq0



Head, Heart, Feet
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Districts and schools in Tennessee will exemplify excellence 
and equity such that all students are equipped with the 

knowledge and skills to successfully embark on their chosen 
path in life.

Excellence | Optimism | Judgment | Courage | Teamwork


