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on Learning 
 

by Judy Willis 
 

Educators are positioned to be the footholds students need to make school remote and 
classroom-based safe havens where they can rebuild emotional comfort as well as build 
knowledge. Teachers with this understanding become more powerful, critical motivators to 
reduce the negative impacts of high stress. They can adjust their teaching practices and build 
learning climates which enable all students to boost their emotional resilience and reach higher 
levels of cognition. 
 
The Impact of High Stress on the Brain 
 
The study of the brain lends critical information to the understanding of the way students 
process trauma and react in stressful environments - information that will be critical as 
educators start to adapt to teaching in the wake of COVID-19. Research has shown that when 
the brain is burdened by sustained high stress or perceived threat, it follows its programing into 
survival mode. The amygdala, the brain structure that basically serves as an emotionally 
reactive switching station, has shown to become overloaded by cellular activity in response to 
threat, fear, and high stress. Behavioral control then becomes dedicated to survival, and 
responses become more reactive and involuntary.1 
 
Highly stressed students, reacting to discomfort, academic frustration, or emotional struggles, 
slip into this involuntary survival state with reactive behavior and impaired memory 
construction. These responses, even though involuntary, can be misinterpreted by teachers, 
and the students themselves, as intentional misbehaviors.2,3 
 
It may manifest as frequent trips to the bathroom or the drinking fountain, restlessness or 
provocation, and daydreaming or loss of attention and focus. 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Opportunities for Educators 
 
When teachers understand the neuroscience of stress impacting the brain, they recognize that 
the brain’s responses in high stress states are not necessarily voluntary student choices and 
therefore are not representative of students' behavioral or academic potentials. Instead of 
attributing these responses to willfulness, laziness, or low intelligence, educators can provide 
more supportive interventions to reduce the impact of stressors on their students' learning and 
emotional self-regulation. 
 
Similarly, teaching students about their brains' powers of neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to 
reorganize learned connections, can help them to understand that they have the neural 
capacity to build the brains, behaviors, skills, and academic outcomes they seek. Studies show 
that students taught about their neuroplastic potentials show outcomes of increased emotional 
self-management, more successful learning, and greater academic success. Of note, the 
positive responses were especially evident in students designated as being from low-income 
minority groups.4 
 
Neuroscience-informed teachers can guide students and parents through the process of 
understanding these responses and appropriately addressing them. The inherent malleability of 
the brain means that educators have the opportunity to equip students with the tools they 
need to build the brains, behaviors, skills, and academic outcomes they seek. 
 
Emotions are inseparable from students’ responses to learning, engagement with school, and 
ultimate achievement. When students build strategies for self-management, they open 
themselves up to more successful, motivated learning and positive school experiences.5 Tools 
for building students' emotional self-management start with their developing emotional self-
awareness and build up to self-management strategies such as mindfulness, guided relaxation, 
and visualization for students to use to mitigate emotional discomfort.6 
 
When students learn about their brains' survival reactions to stress, they have the keys to 
change their beliefs, responses, and success as well as open themselves up to more successful, 
motivated learning and positive school experiences.7 As teachers use their understanding and 
related strategies, they, themselves, increasingly recognize their positive impact on their 
students' behaviors, efforts, mindsets, and achievements. This awareness heightens their own 
confidence and commitment to continue to use their skills beyond the current trauma, and to 
promote greater self-efficacy in all learners as time goes on.8 
 
Teachers as Guardians of Classroom Climate 
 
Research correlations support what experienced educators have known all along about the 
important role that emotional comfort plays in students' resilience to high stress and access to 
academic achievement. Optimal conditions develop when teachers promote an emotional 



 
 
 
 

climate that allows students to feel safe, positively supported for engagement, and free from 
perceived threat to their physical and emotional selves and their property.9 
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