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Foreword


What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



Schooling is influenced strongly by public opinion and political demands. Consequently, the aims of education are many: to transmit history, culture, and social values and to prepare students for economic productivity; for participation in a representative democracy; and for self-development and intellectual, social, and emotional growth. Behind social change is a federal or state legislative response defining expectations of schooling as equal educational opportunity and today as increased academic performance outcomes; no child is to be left behind.

There is broad consensus that a public education is the gateway to a better future and is created through economic, social, and political pressure. However, dwindling financial resources, rising tax burdens, increasing costs, outdated facilities, limited time, and public discourse directing schools to prove that students are learning more and at higher levels of achievement each year are just a few considerations. The challenge faced by educators in this climate is how to reach and teach the students before them.

As the demands for accountability in education increase, teachers are working diligently to understand the children in their classrooms. The great wonder of the public school experiment is that children join together to learn from all types of families; socioeconomic classes; and racial, cultural, and ethnic groups. School boards and universities have invested much in understanding the problems associated with teaching students who come to school with a range of differences between them and among them. Consequently, more teachers possess a class consciousness and see themselves as providers of transformative schooling, empowering students with the skills and knowledge with which they can grow into critical and questioning thinkers.

Yet in order to learn, students must be ready to learn, and so schools have responded to the needs of their students by attempting to compensate for whatever may be lacking. Parenting courses are offered, clothes are readily available to students who aren’t properly dressed, breakfast programs are offered to those who are hungry. Interagency collaborations provide students and families with needed welfare, medical, and mental health services. Conflict management interventions, Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, and support groups of all kinds are available as well. Peer tutoring, afterschool  workshops on test-taking strategies, and supplemental services are directed toward raising test scores. All of these services are provided to keep students in school, ensure that they are healthy, and improve their academic achievement.

One issue overlooked by many educators is that lack of student readiness and inability to learn at the pace demanded by accountability measures are not confined to marginalized, impoverished, or excluded students. Indeed, many educators make classroom decisions based on their knowledge of community and social problems. They see children’s behavioral or academic changes that result from parent unemployment, homelessness, alienation, alcoholism, and drug use.

While educators acknowledge the many social problems that interfere with learning, the provision of programs designed to redirect the student toward learning and the future benefits of an education may not address the more fundamental reason that a student may not be achieving as expected: a lack of personal safety. In children who experience divorce, death, or trauma by violence or by accident, learning can be stalled or diverted to inappropriate conduct. These events, and more, create a loss of safety and security in the child. Even a parent’s frequent work-related transfers or relocations from one school community to another can affect student learning, as does a child’s being unattended when parents work long hours in or out of the home.

Barbara Oehlberg compels the reader to affirm that all children want to feel secure and protected from harm, to know that their worlds are generally predictable, and to discover and learn. When that sense of safety is undermined, the effect is compromised learning. Oehlberg expands on this basic principle by presenting research findings that reveal some startling facts. Experiencing loss, trauma, intense fear, or terror erodes a child’s sense of safety and creates a physiologic effect on a child’s brain function. Drawing from the work of neurologists, child development experts, and psychologists, Oehlberg provides the reader with a concise thesis: The organic effects on brain development of a child’s experience involving insecurity, loss, fear, or a lack of safety can impair cognitive processing and impede learning.

She explains that students who are so affected undergo a “cognitive lock-out” and act out or withdraw from social, emotional, and learning challenges, not because they make a rational choice to do so, but because of a physiologic and emotional reaction to some feeling of fear integrated into their development. Brain research is offered to demonstrate how a student in the classroom can innocently experience a touch, smell, noise, or sight which can trigger the amygdala (a structure of the brain which directs negative human reactions to fear, arousal, and anger) to disrupt rational thought by causing a surge of adrenaline, thus invoking the fight-or-flight reaction. Additionally, the known effect of continued release of adrenaline, and its companion hormone cortisol, is loss of memory. Children who can’t remember, can’t learn. When students act out, they often do not know why or what triggered the conduct. Nonetheless, the general response is to apply the rules from the student code of conduct and to impose some form of punishment.

Oehlberg suggests that punishment for physiologic reactions is not the goal of learning. Rather, self-discipline and self-regulation are the aims for which education should strive; furthermore, without self-discipline and self-regulation, a student will not learn, and the larger purposes of education will be thwarted. Incumbent on the teacher is the creation of a classroom in which students feel safe. This book offers countless numbers of activities and ideas to help students become aware of their actions in order to learn to manage what is stressful and to control their reactions that detract from learning.

A safe school is one in which a student is free to take risks, to express opinions, and to be free from discrimination, fear, and shame. In order to teach children to understand their actions and reactions, educators must develop a relationship with them based on trust. Without trust, a child may regard purposeful learning challenges as threats and will act accordingly. Thus, educators must become aware of their own physiologic and emotional responses to stress.

Reaching and Teaching Stressed and Anxious Learners in Grades 4–8 is a useful tool for educators who seek to understand how increased anxiety and stress create physiologic and autonomic responses in students which interfere with learning. The author provides numerous references for the reader to explore further this important issue. This book will help the teacher create a classroom in which all students feel safe, where they can learn to express themselves in appropriate ways, and where they may develop trusting relationships with adults. The purposes of schooling are important, and the meaning of learning is profound, but without a safe place to be, the heart of the child cannot be touched, and the power of education to transform lives and our world is not possible. What lies within each child is the key to the future.

Susan G. Clark

University of Akron

Department of Educational

Foundations and Leadership


Preface

Dedicated teachers are experiencing increased dismay and frustration over mandated educational policies that focus exclusively on students’ intellectual performance. Increasingly, a student’s academic future is determined by a single test.

Many educators recognize that the increased pressure to perform academically is directly correlated to student acting-out behaviors, reduced motivation, and diminished hope for a fulfilling future. The alarming increase in bullying in and around schools is not surprising when considered in this context.

In our nation’s economic system, students who drop out of school or receive a certificate of completion that does not equate to a graduation diploma actually become throwaways, cast aside by a society that does not want to invest in them or their futures. I find this unacceptable. The human costs of such a reality are enormous and rob our nation of the ultimate societal contributions of countless citizens. The financial costs over the next decades will be monumental.

As a retired educator, I have the opportunity to read; more specifically, I have the opportunity to read cross-disciplinary research, which has convinced me that the neurobiological literature on which this book is based holds the promise of hope for educators and students.

In my current capacity as an educational and child trauma consultant, I deliver workshops to more than 4,000 Midwest educators every year and fully appreciate their prevailing concerns over student behaviors and academic achievements. The current achievement gap that exists for many minority students is not diminishing despite concerted efforts by both teachers and youngsters. The problem is not that failing students are unable to learn; it’s that our educational system does not know how to reach and teach them. The mandate of America’s schools is to teach CHILDREN, not academic subjects.

The neurobiological research that serves as the foundation of this book offers insights into the complex causes of underachievement and behavioral issues. More important, it affords educators proactive solutions for these classroom, school, and community challenges.

As the academic pressures continue to mount for students, teachers, and schools, behavioral issues will increase, and academic achievements will continue to disappoint. I believe solutions will evolve out of understandings of the root causes, which are neurologically shaped by the early experiences of students, experiences over which young children have absolutely no control or choice.

The behavioral changes and developmental issues of youngsters today challenge not only educational institutions but community recreational and afterschool programs as well. The prevention of drug abuse and violence is a related issue to which the strategies of this book can be applied. Because of these broad but shared issues, this book points to current neurological research as a rationale for the featured trauma-defusing activities.

The Introduction offers a brief overview of societal shifts that have changed childhood for many youngsters. Chapter 1 provides a brief but concise explanation of recent neurological research made possible through remarkable advances in electronic imaging. Although this greatly expanded base of knowledge has been available for a decade, regrettably it has received little attention in the field of education.

The importance of enabling stressed youngsters to access their neocortex when they perceive threat is set out in Chapter 2. The implications for academic achievement and classroom climate are profound. Integrating these recommendations into school and classroom management styles is demanding because they refute so many assumptions promulgated over the years through teacher texts and training.

These opening chapters are intentionally brief to encourage busy educators and program directors to read them before going on to the specific strategies and transformative activities.

Chapter 3 offers very specific classroom activities that can alleviate the stress and perceived helplessness generated by previous losses and traumatic experiences. The activities are designed to defuse memories of fear and vulnerability through symbolic activities suited to the skills and interests of students in Grades 4–8.

By providing seed ideas for journaling, teachers furnish the metaphorical topics through which students can address and overcome the hidden barriers to their ability to focus and solve problems. Journaling offers an enriched medium for this personal and private recovery process.

Other psychomotor activities that fit into the core curriculum subjects of language arts, social studies, and history are included. Incorporating art into creative writing activities may motivate students who are less inclined to enjoy writing.

Today’s youngsters are very engrossed in electronic media. This natural interest can be used to motivate students to engage in the psychomotor activity of writing, and it provides multiple advances in building resolutions, literacy skills, and personal ability to rally against perceived helplessness. Writing interview scripts for fictional radio or video programs offers multiple growth opportunities and curriculum enhancements.

The opportunities for generating resiliency in youngsters are abundant in afterschool and recreational programs or clubs. Freedom from the constraints of curriculum and schedule affords favorable environments for transforming activities. Chapter 6 offers expanded activities for recovery that might not fit classroom structure.

The issue of violence prevention within schools has become significant for educators in the last decade and is the subject of Chapter 5. Elementary and middle schools have a profound opportunity to intervene in the trajectory of aggression in young students.

Recognizing the implications of the neural development of infants and children living in turbulent environments provides a new framework for violence prevention. Children who live with violence learn survival. Redirecting these innate drives requires transformation and recovery, not threats and punishments. The educational dilemma of stress buildup and the bullying epidemic that it has generated make this chapter’s message more vital than ever before as schools experience changes in student behaviors, making learning and achievement uncertain.

The information in this book and its ultimate implications may seem to breach our basic understandings of the educational process as we know it. For those educators who have sensed that today’s students do not seem to learn or perform in expected ways, the insights offered in the next chapters can lead to alternative strategies for generating academic achievement for students and pride and renewal for teachers.
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Many students in U.S. classrooms are painfully aware that the process of anticipated learning is not working for them. They and their teachers are bewildered and frustrated.

In recognition of their potential stress and despair, this book is dedicated to offering them the prospects of reduced anxiety, enhanced academic achievement, and a brighter future.


Introduction

Children Haven’t Changed; Childhood Has

Teachers across America are confronted daily with student behaviors they rarely encountered 15 or 20 years ago. We may have had one, possibly two, troubled and troublesome youngsters per class, but when half, or more, of a classroom contributes to repeated disruptions, our energy and patience are exhausted.

One can hear it in the teachers’ lounge and read it in print: teachers are burning out and leaving the field.

While we may agree that student behaviors are distressing, insights into why this increase is occurring are numerous and vary depending on the source. Sociologists, mental health professionals, child developmentalists, and criminologists offer differing explanations. Even politicians are attempting to declare causes and create legislation to control the behaviors.

One truth is certain: no one can offer real solutions until the root causes are clarified. Furthermore, reacting to the symptoms will not generate lasting resolutions and improvements.

Societal changes that have profoundly affected childhood experiences for America’s children have filtered into families and neighborhoods over the last two decades while we, the adults, were busily tending to our own children, family, and career. As we steadily developed adult coping skills, it was natural not to look back at the societal changes we had accommodated and learned to cope with.

However, the impact of these shifts on young children’s sense of security and sense of connectedness significantly correlates with the behavioral changes that have so distressingly altered our roles and careers as educators. Consider the following societal changes over the past 20 years:

•   Frequent images of violent, horrifying events in television news, movies, and other electronic entertainment

•   Terrorists attacks within our nation

•   More and more two-career families and children under one year old with mothers in the work force

•   Economic shifts that prompt multiple jobs or joblessness for families

•   Increasing use of alcohol and drugs, particularly crack cocaine, which can dismantle maternal behaviors and care

•   More family mobility, more separation from extended families, more grandparents raising grandchildren

•   More-marked concentration and isolation of poverty in urban and some rural areas

•   Increases in the number of children growing up with one parent absent and the economic challenges that brings

•   Increases in child abuse and neglect

•   Homelessness

For many youngsters, these societal changes have altered how they see their world and how they see themselves in that world. Children growing up amid these many changes will certainly present different needs and respond to school personnel very differently from previous generations, who grew up when experiences were more predictable. Collectively these numerous changes have contributed to many, many children’s deduction that adults can no longer guarantee total safety, an absolute and universal developmental requirement.

Assuredly, none of us would allow ourselves to look directly into the eyes of a youngster we care about and say, “I can assure you nothing bad is ever going to happen to you!” This reality has changed our relations with children today, whether we realize it or not. A valued and essential portion of our traditional role as adults used to be keeping children, our own and all others, safe.

Consequently, many youngsters are making adaptations, albeit maladaptations, in order to survive in an insecure world (Garbarino, 1995). It is these developmental adaptations that are generating many of the stress-driven behaviors educators encounter today. Acknowledging this correlation does not imply these behaviors are acceptable or appropriate. It does mean that if the field of education wants to reduce or eliminate them, we need to understand the root causes.

The incredible advances in electronic imaging in the past decade illuminate our understanding of the intricate timeline of brain development. For example, the research by Allan N. Schore (Solomon & Siegel, 2003) on the prefrontal cortex indicates a surge of development between eight and 12 weeks after birth. At this time the infant has the visual acuity to clearly see the facial expressions of a prime caregiver. As the caregiver mirrors and mimics the infant’s facial expressions, which are often more like contortions, as they lock eyes, the adult is stimulating the infant’s neural development in the prefrontal cortex during the process referred to as attachment.
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