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INTRODUCTION

If you’re reading this book, you’ve probably noticed that it’s more and more difficult to understand what motivates and inspires students. You may be a teacher, a team leader, a program manager, a homeschooling parent, or an educational administrator. Whatever your role, you are likely charged with teaching and facilitating the development of a young person in your life.

This is a unique book. It may not always feel comfortable or simple, because we’ll describe hard things to you—but this is where the richness and reality of learning and development come into focus. This book is for people who want to be a part of overcoming obstacles in the name of positive change, and those people are almost always, formally or informally, teachers.

Learning is inherently transformational. Every learner has ended up where they are—in a classroom, an army base, a summer camp, a trade school, an apprenticeship—because they need, want, or are required to change. For children, adolescents, and young adults, who are in a critical time of development and identity negotiation, it can’t be emphasized enough how vital the roles of mentor, teacher, and leader are. There is a significant issue that is continually tripped over and often avoided, hiding under the standardized tests and common core competencies woven into American public schools: our students are demotivated, uninspired, disconnected, and disinterested in their own education and training. Low academic achievement, high dropout rates, poor investment in their future, and behavioral challenges in the classroom are symptoms of a greater disease: the inability or unwillingness to do hard things.

It’s important to point out that youth are capable of doing hard things. In fact, most young people are doing hard things every day—but when it comes to traditional modes of learning and typical facets of success, they are checking out, exploding, or shutting down. If you’re in charge of any young person’s education or development, you see this.

This guide is here to help.

Within this guide, you will find two distinct perspectives that merge into a practical application of learning theories and development. Behaviorist principles within physically demanding sectors like sports and the military are combined with humanistic psychology and socioemotional learning to address what we have discovered to be critical aspects of resiliency and motivation for modern adolescents and young adults: community, empowerment, and purpose. It’s reasonable to term this book as humanistic pedagogy, because we’re all about addressing the whole student—from the internal processes of stress and executive function, to the physical self that needs to move and regulate, to the environment of the classroom the student is sitting in. All of it relates to creating a learning experience that invests students beyond carrots and sticks. A teacher is best serving students when learning is the goal, not their approval.

This guide includes concepts and ideas, explanations about how those relate to learning, and many examples from sports, the military, social work, and psychology. There are also ways you can apply those examples and structures for similar outcomes in your own learning environments. We’ve developed a few words and phrases that we’ll use throughout the book that help communicate specific ideas and theories. Micro-adversity is the placing of small, intentional barriers to success in the classroom. Imagine micro-adversity as intentionally leaving out a puzzle piece in a group project, or giving slightly different directions to each group member. This insertion of minor inconveniences generates critical thinking, teamwork, and problem-solving. Micro-adversity also leads to micro-successes, which are small “wins” achieved through problem-solving and critical thinking that allow students to reflect on what worked well and use it moving forward. This serves a double duty: it also retrains brains that are accustomed to giving up, exploding, or shutting down when faced with adversity. As with training a muscle, training neural pathways can be carefully and intentionally accomplished. We’ll also talk about survival orientation and learning orientation. These are states that a student’s brain occupies depending on stress levels and the ability to manage that stress and make deft cognitive shifts. Survival-oriented students explode, shut down, avoid, and ultimately revert to their survival brain mechanism of staying safe by distancing from threats. Learning-oriented students accept feedback, see growth as a goal, make mistakes in the interest of learning from them, think critically, and, eventually, actually like doing hard things because they know they can.

This guide is based on research that shows today’s students are likely to have developed in environments that are stressful, either from maltreatment, poverty, or loss of family through incarceration, death, and/or addiction. The United States incarcerates its citizens at an astronomical rate, disrupting communities and families and compounding the effects of poverty, which often lead to increases in rates of criminality, recidivism, and generational incarceration. While this book is not a commentary on sociopolitics in America, it is certainly an attempt to capture relevant educational and social systems and practices that directly influence classroom instruction, student learning and achievement, and the increasingly critical development of resilience, grit, and motivation to learn. We recognize that not all students are from environments of chronic or toxic stress. These strategies work well with students who are simply demotivated, bored, overly invested in social media, or otherwise disengaged or apathetic in classroom settings. You might think that not all your students are chronically stressed, or that it’s a small number of students. In public schools, by twelve years of age, over 33% of students in any given classroom have enough childhood adversity and chronic stress to exponentially influence the likelihood that they will have heart disease, risky behaviors, interaction with the criminal justice system, and mental illness challenges. Poverty is the most likely indicator of increased numbers of adverse, traumatic, and stressful experiences. Academics folds right into that, as well: 26% of kids who can’t read proficiently by third grade and who experience even one year of being poor don’t graduate on time. That’s around four times more than their counterparts. If you teach in a public school, or you live in an area or district with higher numbers of free and reduced lunch, the 33% of your classroom jumps exponentially. Increases in unemployment rates, public school closures, health crises, and other societal challenges only feed the statistics further: kids are chronically absent or tardy, parents don’t have time or energy to parent well, and maltreatment and neglect go largely unnoticed until behavior becomes glaring and requires intervention.

It’s all very depressing, at first glance. We get it.

But here’s the beautiful thing about adversity: it can breed resilience, innovation, and grit. Hard things are all around us, impacting our adult lives as well as the lives of our kids. As educators, you can mitigate, intervene, and support when hard things happen, but you can’t stop them from happening at all. So the best thing to do, the brightest and most generative thing to do, is to understand how hard things impact our students’ brains, so we can offer solutions that actually work in the classroom.

Chapters 1 and 2 will provide you with examples and background in how and why we address motivation the way we do. There are examples and applications of concepts throughout. Chapters 3 through 5 provide you with more of what you need in order to implement these strategies into your own spaces—including lesson plans, activities, and more.

As a final note, we’d like to encourage you to read through what will often be emotionally challenging content. We’ll talk about maltreatment, death, neglect, fear, and other forms of adversity: this is intentional. These are the hard things people encounter, and they are the experiences your students will be negotiating, living through, and returning to when they exit your classroom or program. To hide from them, to avoid them, to nudge them under the rug to make life more palatable, is a disservice to your community of learning. So walk through them, digest them, and formulate a plan of resilience and grit that empowers, motivates, and loves each student who walks through your door.






Chapter 1 [image: ] STRESS AND LEARNING DEVELOPMENT


Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

In the early 2000s, Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, a pediatrician in the San Francisco Bay Area, began uncovering a growing trend in child and adolescent health concerns. Children and adolescents with increased stressors at home (abuse, neglect, poverty, familial incarceration, etc.) were exponentially more likely to present additional health and social issues. Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs, exist disproportionately for children of color and children of generational poverty, but also impact children from every walk of life and social status. While she was not the first physician, practitioner, clinician, or professional social service worker to notice the trend, Dr. Burke Harris became and remains one of the most vocal about it.

ACEs comprise a number of events occurring in a developing person’s life that create different levels of chronic stress. Being poor and disadvantaged can compound the effects of ACEs. You can easily imagine the lack of resources, lack of support, ongoing chronic household stress, higher rate of incarceration, and higher likelihood of untreated mental illness and addiction issues stacking up in situations of poverty and marginalization. While the list expands and absorbs different categories as society changes and develops, typically speaking, ACEs are contained in the following categories: abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction.


Adverse Childhood Experiences

percentage of study participants that experienced a specific ACE
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Typically, around 45% of children experience one or more ACEs, primarily economic hardship and divorce or separation of parents. About 10% of children experience three or more ACEs, placing them in a “high-risk” group. To understand what this “high risk” looks like, it’s important to see the correlating data between three or more ACEs and overall well-being. If you want to really average statistics out, and ignore the fact that many areas are more significantly impacted by ACEs due to socioeconomic factors, around 33% of a given classroom at any time has experienced significant, brain-altering stress.

Adverse Childhood Experiences tend to occur in pairs or batches—a parent may divorce an abusive partner with a drinking problem, for example—this is three ACEs rolled into one package, simply through circumstance (addiction, parental separation, abuse). The severity and chronic nature of ACEs affects the long-term influence on an individual’s life. Stress is very individualized, as well. What traumatizes one student could very likely be just a speedbump to another.

In spite of all this, it still remains to be said that brains are incredible, resilient tools. We are continuously in cycles of change with our brains and physical development. For all of us, brain development begins before birth, mapped out through a roll of genetic dice, and shaped through a variety of environmental, biological, and socioemotional processes and influences. While there is considerable data linking ACEs with disease, poor lifestyle choices, and academic struggles, it’s important to broaden the idea of childhood stressors into a more all-encompassing, holistic view of brain development: chronic stress.

There are shortcomings to the ACEs studies—they capture many elements of developmental stressors but don’t necessarily address broader societal stress or less clearly defined personal experiences that create a chronic stress response. For example, the ACEs assessment doesn’t include verbal abuse toward a maternal figure, or address living with a disability or encountering racism. It doesn’t include the significant stress of bullying, frequently moving homes or towns, homelessness, or food insecurity. While ACE assessment can serve the purpose of uncovering the significant impacts of some stressors, it isn’t enough. For the purpose of teaching and overcoming hard things, it’s important to treat the impacts of stress as light switches that will shut down cognition in exchange for survival.

Survival Orientation

Throughout this book, chronic stress will be described as any period in which the brain control center (amygdala, hypothalamus) undergoes the change to survival orientation due to toxic levels of stress (either chronic and/or traumatic). This is variable, of course; stress is, again, highly individualized. The purpose of this work is not to define what is or is not stressful, but rather, to explore the impacts of developmental stressors in the teaching and learning environment. By highlighting these impacts, we can begin to draw connections between cognitive, emotional, and physical impasse (demotivation, “freezing,” avoidance of challenge) and the steps necessary to move through those hard things into successful development. Successful development is, after all, effective learning practice.

Stress response is a fundamental aspect of being human, and it serves us efficiently for much of our lives. We encounter a situation in which our well-being is threatened; we are flooded with the appropriate chemicals to generate a response; we enact the response to avoid danger; and we flood with different chemicals post-event. Typically, there is a recovery period in which our comfort and safety is then reassured: the danger is gone, the world is bright, we are ready to move forward. The issue with chronic stress, however, is that the reassurance is absent or insufficient. The flood of chemicals associated with recovery is less than adequate, and our brains over time become acclimated to the increased levels of the stress hormone cortisol within our physiology.

Stress and Student Failure

Increased and sustained levels of cortisol are damaging; in children and adolescents, this is increasingly harmful. Brains with chronic stress produce individuals that struggle in their encounters, management, and recovery from new stressors. The chronically stressed brain doesn’t know how to recover from negative events, so overcoming obstacles as small as planning a week of homework becomes unthinkable. If obstacles create a shutdown, we are more likely to predict failure when faced with a challenge; this pattern is replicated for adolescents and young adults who have been forced to live in a survival orientation in which they could not control or predict their environment. For people trained in shutting down during stress, avoiding challenges is essential, because traditionally, the stress of something hard has caused pain and loss—failure.

Failure isn’t the wolf in the shadows. It’s the pain, the loss, the grief, and a deep-seated anxiety that no matter what we try or how hard we try it, we will not be enough. It prevents each of us from stepping our toes out into the unknown, into a space of challenge where we might fail.

Students tend to give up, not because they don’t want success but because they fear not being good enough. The idea of not being capable of something usually comes from the idea that failure is inevitable, final, and unmanageable. This is a very common human trait, especially in our post-modern, first-world mindset in which immediate success is the only success. Students have overwhelming numbers of variables to think about. What will their friends think of their failure? How embarrassing will it be if they tell everybody that they’re going to do something, and then publicly fail to do it? What about social media? If they fail at something, or look bad, not only will it negatively affect them, but possibly their family. The image young people believe others see will be tarnished and shamed. These are social boundaries people put on themselves—culturally, we value social perception over accomplishment. This is unbearable to the human psyche: to publicly fail to uphold a socially accepted image is modern tribal exclusion. These altogether high stakes give students an “out.” They can easily convince themselves that the task at hand is too great, not only because it’s too hard, but because there’s too much on the line if they fail. By imagining the risk to be too great to manage in the event of failure, they have activated their stress response and deemed it too dangerous, and to be firmly avoided or only half-heartedly attempted.

As teachers and educational leaders, it’s vital for us to model and insist that excuses are the currency of preemptive failure. Reasons can exist in the name of generative failure while learning. Reasons denote responsibility, and lay the groundwork for addressing shortcomings. Excuses, however, are the simplified, image-saving statements or “things” made to the self and society that do not produce growth. Those “things” can be sneaky; excuses and reasons are so close to one another that they require self-monitoring. Not exercising because you feel vulnerable and embarrassed about your appearance at the gym feels reasonable but also creates further barriers to becoming healthy. Reasons identify barriers, excuses create them. Instead of putting in the work to do the hard thing, students may settle for the easy thing, bypassing failure that could have led to growth. If we do not insist on being willing or open to putting in hard work, then we provide opportunities for learners to come up with the “things,” and the things simply delay success. Excuses are short-lived and provide, at best, stasis. At worst, students can create an aggressive confirmation bias—“I don’t think I can do it, so when I don’t, I’m right.”


EXAMPLE OF RESILIENCE FROM TY

I believe that humans use helplessness or self-pity as a tool for survival, and frequently so. We seem to have an innate desire for approval through sadness, maintaining the mindset that “Nothing ever goes right for me”; “This happens all the time”; “I’ll never get ahead”; or “I’ve had it so tough/bad, so how could you expect this of me now?” From my experience, this mindset is hard to overcome. And once you’ve gone down the rabbit hole of self-pity, it’s hard as hell to dig yourself out. But dig yourself out, you must.

When I was working as a law enforcement officer for the US Forest Service in Colorado, I became intimately involved with an addiction recovery group. This group would meet at a local church every Wednesday night at 6:15 p.m. You might ask yourself, how did I become intimately involved with this outfit? Well, it’s a long story, but for clarity I’ll give you a few details. I had a PTSD problem from the war. Between the Rangers and life as a protective security specialist, I deployed around fifteen times. Off and on from 2003 to 2013, through two administrations, I went out and did work for the US of A… as a result, I developed an anger/self-worth issue. It was destroying my marriage, my family, my decision-making abilities, and most importantly, me. Veterans have a problem, and that problem is us. We’re unwilling to accept or look for help. And I was no exception. Unexpectedly one day, I was approached by a man who I credit with saving my life. He invited me to an addiction recovery meeting he hosted every Wednesday evening. I was a bit resentful about it; I mean, after all, what in the hell did these people know about me? What did he know about me? They didn’t see what I saw, or do what I did. So how were these people, former addicts no less, going to help me? Well, I went anyway. I was curious, and deep down I knew that I needed help. I sat there totally silent through the whole meeting (one hour). And then I heard an older woman tell her story. It was a terrible story. Full of rape, drug and alcohol addiction, physical abuse, and total despair. She had been through hell and made it out the other side. Now she was a fully functional woman, wife, and grandmother. She had taken control over her experiences, and weaponized them to help others. She held nothing back and was absolutely, brutally honest. Listening to her story gave me the courage to say something… to share. I felt like a coward. Here was this woman, who had experienced horrific things, and she wasn’t using those things as an excuse. She didn’t show any self-pity, she wasn’t helpless, she wasn’t powerless. She was STRONG, and she owned everything. All of it. I had a choice in my life, and I decided, me, to join the military and do the things I did. Things that weren’t always honorable. But those were decisions I made, decisions I consciously made. She wasn’t in charge of the awful things that happened to her: being raped and abused, which led to addiction and prostitution. It wasn’t her choice to have those things happen, but they did. And if given the choice, I’d rather lead my life a thousand times over than lead hers once. I needed to grow up and change the man that I was into the man I needed to be. I needed to take ownership. I introduced myself and told my story. I aired out a lot of dirty laundry to complete strangers. Nobody interrupted me, and though the meeting ran late (because of me), everyone politely stayed until I was done. I cried, I sat quiet a few times gathering myself, and I was honest about everything. All of the dreadful things. When I was done, everyone loved on me, and I felt powerful. My experiences didn’t own me anymore. They were no longer my dirty/sad/embarrassing secrets. I took them out, exposed them, and aired them out to rot. It changed me, and I think it saved my life.

I wasn’t able to save my marriage, and a few years later I went through a very traumatic and public divorce. But I had developed the strength to survive it, strength I had acquired through this group, and through these amazing people. Before, I portrayed myself as strong. I gave the outward impression of a man that had it all, and had it all together. But I was filled with self-doubt, self-pity, anger, resentment, and blame. I was almost crippled by it. Though I had experienced much and made it through some of the hardest training around, I was a shell of a man. I found my strength and my meaning through ownership and honesty, and the ownership and honesty of other solid human beings.



The example above shows the deep impact that the acceptance of being “not enough” can have on an individual. Being “not enough” is directly related to self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is the belief that you have the tools, ability, and support to learn and overcome obstacles to your development. Trauma, negative relationships, and poor academic experiences all contribute enormously to how we perceive our own willingness and drive as it relates to doing hard things. Many, if not all of your students have been told and shown through social media, peer groups, and their own families that they are not enough. They are one failure from being unredeemable, one mistake from losing their identity or safety. School, which could be such a safe haven, often compounds the mindset of failure further by punishing students who cannot perform. There are staggering statistics around students with an executive function disruption such as Attention Deficit Disorder/Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADD/ADHD). Students with a history of maltreatment are more likely to carry a diagnosis of ADD/ADHD, and vice versa. There is a growing body of research trying to determine the chicken-or-the-egg relationship, but the maltreatment of children and adolescents with ADD/ADHD is significant; at the moment, children with ADD/ADHD are more than twice as likely to experience childhood maltreatment. Compared to their non-ADD counterparts, these kids are more than eight times more likely to suffer psychological abuse, more than five times more likely to experience neglect, and more than twice as likely to be victims of physical abuse. Academically, students that are maltreated are at least one full grade level behind their peers in grade school, and if they have behavioral issues, are more likely in middle and high school to be suspended or expelled, and fail to graduate. These are students that have been personally, socially, institutionally, and academically told they don’t have the tools or ability to be successful, because of who they are and what they came from.

Of all the students that frustrate us in the classroom, it’s these. These are the students that pull their hair over their eyes to avoid you, don’t complete homework, are chronically late or absent, don’t seem to care, and largely just don’t want to try. They want to be angry and resentful, and blame others, and there is legitimacy to their claim that it isn’t fair, I can’t do it, I’ll just give up now because historically that’s always been the way to make me safe again.

These are precisely the students that must not be allowed to give up.

These are precisely the students who must be shown repeatedly that helplessness is no longer an option, because they have all the tools to start building themselves into individuals that can do hard things. But they have to start.

Offering Help to Promote Success

During our lives, by accident or on purpose, we meet incredibly influential people. Sometimes we know it, sometimes we don’t. If we look around, we’ll find people all over the place who are willing to help. The question is, are we willing to accept help? Or are we even aware of our need for help? For some people, drive and ambition come easily, regardless of background. For others, not so much. They need a little push. They need to see an example of what they want to be, a template. A template human, complete with instructions. “This is where I came from.” “These are the steps I took to get where I am now.” Follow this guide, and you’ll be equally successful. Realistically, that’s not a bad idea. We see template humans a lot. Think about motivational speakers, or self-improvement books. A lot of material centered around this genre focuses on a specific human and that human’s achievement. It’s easy for people with rough backgrounds to focus on motivation or self-improvement—to listen to those who have been there and dug their way out. It could be abuse, combat, divorce, loss, addiction, or something else. Somewhere out there, there’s a success story that’s made for you. There’s a heck of a lot of money in motivation and self-help. Why is that? Because a lot of people, probably more than we’re willing to admit as a society, need help. Everyone has a story. And the fact that your story isn’t as “bad” as someone else’s doesn’t take away from the heartache it caused you. In your life, you play the leading role. Your trauma is the worst trauma. Because it happened to you. You felt it, you experienced it, and now you’re trying to live through it. No one should belittle their own experiences because someone else had it worse. Throughout history, someone has always had it worse. But this is your story, not theirs.

No one is totally successful alone. Even the most successful people had help along the way, and there’s nothing wrong with that. If someone opens a door for you, walk through it. The inches we need for a successful life are all around us. Those inches either pile up or are taken away by the people we choose to interact with and the choices we make. As teachers, it’s our job to provide those inches. To be that person our students meet on purpose or by accident. We have the ability to be incredibly influential or easily forgotten. If a student shows up on day one built for success, then mine it and challenge that person to be as successful as possible. If another student shows up lost, try to figure out what’s important to them. And once you do, dig it out with great determination. If a student doesn’t care, and does everything possible to push your buttons, be patient and see if something develops. Neither we nor they are always going to be successful. Sometimes as teachers, we have to accept a loss. And if you care about your job and really want to help people, that will be difficult. But it’s the way it is. At the end of the day, it’s all about those incredibly influential people. They can either be the key for building success inch by inch, or they can lead one further down the depths of despair.

Developmentally, actually dealing with failure is hugely important and generative while repeatedly proving to your brain that you cannot overcome stress is self-destructive. To really point out the impact stress can have on developing human beings, you can rewind the clock of the teenager or child in your classroom to when they were a developing fetus. Maternal stress—sustained, significant, or ongoing stress during pregnancy—directly impacts the biochemical processes in the unborn child. Telomeres are protective proteins at the end of chromosomes; stressed pregnant mothers have infants with diminished telomere length, which leads to poor emotional regulation in that offspring. In a nutshell, stressed mothers have a higher likelihood that their infant will cry more, struggle to self-soothe, and, depending on that stress origin in the home, potentially have poor attachment to caregivers due to the cruel emotional symbiosis of stressed parents living with anxious, reactive children.

It’s not all doom and gloom, though: those children with shorter telomere lengths show positive responses to warm, firm, consistent caregiving. For those children moving into grade school, a teacher who is warm, firm, and consistent plays that role as well, helping kids develop a sense of control and autonomy over their emotions, reactions, and selves within the environment. Our students may start out struggling, but again, the brain and body are remarkable at finding inroads to healing and growing.

Internal Limitations to Learning

Students often simply believe themselves to be physically or intellectually incapable of completing tasks because they don’t look or feel like people who can. Youth are immersed in image-based culture, and easily convince themselves that they’re not physically built in a way that allows them to do a single pullup, let alone become an elite soldier. The distance between who they think they are and who they wish they were seems impossible, so they often sell themselves short before they even get on the bus with statements like “the physical fitness test is too demanding,” “the ASVAB score needed seems too high,” “the quit/drop/attrition rate is overwhelmingly high, I’ve never done anything like that before,” and mostly, “the goal seems too far away.” Their minds end up submitting before the process even begins. They will actively avoid the failure and look for an out—an excuse. An excuse that may work for telling other people, but deep down it doesn’t work for themselves, and it certainly doesn’t work in learning environments where change is essential.

For people who crave success but fall short, the internal limitations are the most significant barriers. While the external influences of culture, media, family, and work may shape student identity and support feelings of possibility, the internal talk they perform each day is ultimately responsible for the setting and reaching of goals. Youth often tell themselves that they’re not good enough (and may have it reinforced by those around them in stressful lives). They place limits on their physical capabilities because they don’t look like athletes or models, and intellectually they do the same thing as learners. Developing minds are trying to learn who they are and often think in absolutes. This means small failures can feel terrible, and large public failures can be devastating.
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