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Introduction

There is the cartoon about the little boy who brags to his friend about how he has taught his dog, Stripe, how to whistle. Subsequently, he replies to the “Doubting Thomas” friend, who points out that Stripe is not whistling, “I said I taught him. I didn’t say he learned it.” To the authors, this picture is worth a thousand words, as the saying goes. It epitomizes the entirety of the teaching/learning process. Teachers teach! But students must learn! These are two very different sides of the same coin.

This book is part of a two-book series. The first book in the set is titled Nine Best Practices That Make the Difference and focuses on the teaching part of the teaching/learning process. This book, Twelve Brain Principles That Make the Difference, focuses on the learning part of the teaching/learning equation.

More specifically, this book is about how the brain learns best and all the things teachers can do to facilitate the learning part of the teaching scene. This “Nutshell” presents a unique organization of Renate and Geoffrey Caine’s twelve brain principles. The twelve principles are arranged in four specific quadrants as shown in Figure Intro.1. Each quadrant speaks to a particular aspect of the high-achieving classroom and highlights how instructional decisions are governed by the twelve principles.
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Figure Intro.1. Four quadrants of brain principles.

Quadrant 1 addresses the environment for learning, stressing both the emotional climate and the enriched environment. This quadrant includes three complementary principles that foster a climate for optimal learning: Principle 1 addresses the concept of challenge engaging the mind; Principle 2 discusses the link between emotions and cognition; and Principle 3 highlights the learning environment and its role in the focused attention and peripheral perception of students.

Quadrant 2 speaks to the standards of learning and the context, content, and process skills for which each K-12 teacher is accountable. Embedded in the concept of necessary concepts and skills for various grade levels or disciplines are the three accompanying principles: Principle 4, which notes that the brain learns parts and whole simultaneously; Principle 5, which documents the rote and spatial memory systems; and Principle 6, which discusses the role of the brain as a parallel processor. All three of these principles speak to the teaching techniques that foster memory and learning.

Quadrant 3 encompasses the concept of hands-on learning that is constantly and continually facilitated as an integral part of any lesson. Included in this quadrant are three principles that dictate ways needed to address the eager learner: Principle 7, which highlights the need for being aware of the entire physiology in the learning setting; Principle 8, which acknowledges the difference in the structure and chemistry of each and every brain and pushes the implications of that diversity for classroom teachers; and Principle 9, which explores the concept of the social brain and how it learns easily when embedded in experiences. All three of these principles inform the practice of hands-on learning.

Quadrant 4 focuses on reflective thinking and how the brain makes meaning, stores information, and retrieves needed memories. Again, three principles make up the essence of this quadrant. Principle 10 clarifies the nature of the brain to seek meaning; Principle 11 discusses the role of patterning in memory and learning; and Principle 12 reminds the teacher of the need for processing time—down time—for the brain to complete its deep processing of new input. All three principles illuminate the idea of how the brain makes sense of the world. All three speak to the practices of the skillful teacher.

How the Book Is Organized

The book is organized in four parts that parallel the four quadrants: Climate for Learning, Skills of Learning, Interactions With Learning, and Learning About Learning. Within each part, each principle in the quadrant is fully explained. To start, each principle is introduced by “unpacking” the language through the use of synonyms. In addition, each of the principles is discussed through the use of three distinct parts: A Story to Tell, Things You Need to Know, and A Tiny Transfer to Try.

In the first section, “A Story to Tell,” synonyms, analogies, and a visual icon are backdrops to the story that opens the discussion. The story illustrates the essence of each principle in folksy, everyday language. The purpose of the story is to capture the motivation recognized in this short poem:

Tell me a fact and I’ll learn.

Tell me the truth and I’ll believe.

But, tell me a story and it will

live in my heart forever.

In the next section, “Things You Need to Know,” two questions give the reader basic information about the principle. First, What’s It All About? presents factual information, and second, Why Bother? discusses the rationale and implications for using it in the classroom.

Finally, “A Tiny Transfer to Try” gives teachers a practical application to use immediately in their classrooms or a practice exercise to do in a workshop.


PART ONE: CLIMATE FOR LEARNING

Although the Caines make it quite clear that their twelve principles are a systemic set of principles, the authors have chosen to subdivide the twelve into four distinct but interrelated groups: Climate for Learning, Skills of Learning, Interactions With Learning, and Learning About Learning.

The first group of principles under the heading “Climate for Learning” includes three principles that stress both a safe emotional climate and a sensory rich environment. Principle 1, Challenge engages the mind; threat inhibits the cognitive abilities, talks about the role of rigor in the learning environment. Principle 2, Emotions and cognition are linked, addresses the idea that learning is enhanced in an emotionally safe climate. Finally, Principle 3, The brain learns both through focused attention and peripheral perception, speaks to the idea of a learning environment that is both sensory-rich and print-rich, attracting the focused and peripheral attention of the learner.

In sum, all three principles seem to relate to the emotional culture of the learning environment. Is it emotionally safe to take a risk? Are there many stimuli to spark the growth of dendrites?


Challenge/Threat: Learning Principle 1







	Learning Principle 1:
	Learning is enhanced by challenge and inhibited by threat.




A Story to Tell

It is the first day of school and the fourth grade teacher is talking to his class about the upcoming school year. The school, which is in a tough urban neighborhood, has been on probation for three years. The teacher says, “The reading and writing skills and habits that we will work on this year will be important for you when you get to college.”

All of the students look up; many raise their hands. The first student who is called on asks, “How long is college?”

Another asks, “Who can go to college?”

The teacher moves to the side of the room and begins writing on another chalkboard, in a more prominent place. As he moves, students turn in their chairs and follow him with their eyes.


Synonyms—Challenge

Responsibility

Obligation

Duty

Venture

Formidable task

Problem

Synonyms—Threat

Hazard

Intimidation

Fear

Pressure

Anxiety

Concern



As he is writing, he says, “Four years from now you will enter high school (he writes 4 on the board), and then after two years of high school (he writes a 2 on the board), you will begin to consider colleges and universities that you might like to attend. After you graduate from high school (he writes another 2 on the board), you will enter a four-year college (he writes a 4 on the board). The teacher continues the timeline all the way through medical school and then asks, “How many years will it take you to become a doctor?”

A few hands go up, the teacher calls on them, but no one has the answer. Then, in the back row, one boy, who has not spoken at all this first day because of his poor English skills, raises his hand and says, “Twenty years.”

“That’s right!” says the teacher, and all the other students turn and look at the boy in the back row.

Later the same day the teacher is handing papers to the students and as he passes the boy who answered correctly, the teacher leans in and says, “Here you go, Doctor.”
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