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Avoid Going Viral for the Wrong 

Reason…

by…

…understanding the effect ….

…your brain …

……. has on your reactions!

Video 1:

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5f6hQdjAkM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5f6hQdjAkM


Quick Poll #1

What do most interns/new teachers say is the most 

difficult part of  teaching?

(a) Dealing with colleagues.

(b) Waking up early.

(c) Dealing with students/classroom management.

(d) Grading papers.



Problems with Dealing with 

Students

• Teachers leave teaching- issues with discipline and poor 
student motivation (Friedman, 2006; Ingersoll & Smith, 
2003). 

• Beginning teachers- less likely to experience feelings of  
competence because of  their inexperience (Sutton & 
Wheatley, 2003).

• Yet, classroom situations occur and you need to react to 
them. 



Why do we have 

negative reactions 

to situations?



Your Brain and Emotions Are to 

Blame!

• Your brain and emotions can:

▪ impact how you handle aspects of  classroom 
management. 

▪ impact your confidence. 

▪ make you lash out at students.

• Jenson (2008) “Only when you are effectively managing 
your own stress can you be at your best for others” (p. 48).



Ok, but how do my 
brain and emotions 

make me react 
negatively? 



Darn That Amygdala!

• The amygdala = regulates how you respond to 

situations when you feel threatened. 

• Threat physical, intellectual, or emotional harm 

(Jenson, 2008). 

• Classroom event - a student challenges your authority 

by refusing to do his or her work can cause you to 

react in a similar fashion as to when there is a 

physical threat.



Amygdala



Worse for Beginning Teachers

• Beginning teachers - little experience dealing with 

classroom situations.

• Interactions with students can cause a feeling of  

being threatened and result in stress.

• Stress and the feelings of  being threatened = 

release of  chemicals-changes the way you react 

to a situation (Jenson, 2008). 



This results in… 

• limited ability to recognize clues from the environment,

• overreaction to the situation, 

• decreased ability to use high order thinking, 

• loss of  ability to access information, 

• loss of  ability to perceive relationships and patterns 
(Jenson, 2008).

If  these happen, what is the result? 

• We react differently than we would or should!



Another problem 
that the brain 

causes! 



Different Reactions for Different 

Students

• We react to students differently when they have 

annoyed us in the past, then we do those who 

annoyed us less.

• The students who annoy us are usually the ones who 

need help, support, and our positive attention the 

most!



An example to 

help you 

understand... 



Think of  

someone who 

annoys you. 



So Annoying! 

• How do you feel when you are around that person?

• How do you react when that person does something 

that annoys you?

• How would you react to that same action if  your best 

friend did the same thing?

• Why is the reaction usually different? 



What Does This Mean for 

Teachers?

• We react to students differently when they have 

annoyed us in the past, then we do those who 

annoyed us less.

• The students who annoy us are usually the ones who 

need help, support, and our positive attention the 

most!



As if  all of  
this was not 

bad enough… 



The Amygdala Messes with You 

in Another Way! 

• The amygdala interacts with other parts of  the brain 
and causes a strong memory of  negative events 
(Jenson, 2008). 

• Events that create an emotional response are often 
recalled easier than other memories (Parrott & 
Spackman, 2000; Sousa, 2010; Zull, 2002; Zull, 2011). 

What does this mean? 

• Negative memories are recalled easier! 



We React Because of  Earlier 

Events 

• Jenson (2008) “we rarely get angry for the reasons we 
think. Rather, each time we react, it’s the retriggering of  
an earlier, stored reaction” (p. 87). 

• When a memory is encoded in the brain, especially when 
it is a memory that is encoded with an emotion, it can 
result in our amygdala creating a reaction based on the 
earlier memory the next time we perceive a similar threat 
(Caine & Cane, 1990). 

Video 2:

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjJSk9tmduA

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjJSk9tmduA


Don’t tell me 

there is more!



Even Worse…

• Negative mood = easier recall of  negative 
memories/moments (Sutton & Wheatley, 2003).

• What does this mean for your reactions?

• How does this relate to how you feel about your 
students?

• Teachers feeling negative - see their students in a 
negative way (Isen, Niedenthal, & Cantor, 1992). 



Please don’t let 
there be any more! 

I don’t think I can 
take it!



There is more! 

• Beginning teachers are more likely to feel stressed, 

lack motivation (Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002; 

Sutton & Wheatley, 2003), react more harshly to 

situations, see their students negatively, and feel a lack 

of  success in teaching.



What does all of  this mean?

You …….

……………………. Are 

………………………… Doomed!



No! Train Our Brain!

• Learning about how the brain works can help you 

overcome the potential negative effects of  the 

amygdala and emotions. 

• Jenson (2008) says is best: “Only when you are 

effectively managing your own stress can you be at 

your best for others” (p. 48).



In addition…

• To understand how the brain works, we need to 

understand about happiness, stress, positive mindsets, 

and good habits for happiness. 



Happiness

• What are some benefits of  happiness?



HAPPY 

PEOPLE

BENEFITS OF HAPPINESS*

are more 
likable

are more 
altruistic

boost the happiness 
of those around them

are more 
creative

are more 
interested in 

others

are friendlier

have a positive mind, 
which, reduces stress 

and increases 
intelligence, energy, 

and creativity

make better friends, 
colleagues, and 

citizens

are more helpful
are more 

productive

are more 
resilient

are better prepared 
to handle difficult 

moments

are healthier

*Achor, Shawn. The Happiness Advantage: The Seven Principles that Fuel 

Success and Performance at Work. New York: Virgin Books, 2011; Rubin, 

Gretchen. The Happiness Project: Or, Why I Spent a Year Trying to Sing in the 

Morning, Clean My Closets, Fight Right, Read Aristotle, and Generally Have 

More Fun. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2009.

As teachers, how can the 

benefits of  happiness help you?



How can you bring more 

happiness into your everyday life?

How can you 

manage stress?

How can you 

create a positive 

mindset?

How can you 

build good 

habits?



Causes of  Stress for Teachers

✓ having something new or difficult to do

✓ having too many things to accomplish in 

a short period of  time

✓ doing several things at the same time

✓ focusing on things that are out of  our 

control

(Achor, 2011; Ben-Shahar, 2013)



Positive Effects of  Stress

• Stress can 

• help you accomplish tasks more efficiently. 

• improve memory and intelligence.

• strengthen a sense of  meaning. 

• Stress is a vital warning system, 

producing the fight-or-flight response. 

(Achor, 2013)



Negative Effects of  Stress 
Cognitive effects include:

▪ Constant worrying

▪ Racing thoughts

▪ Forgetfulness and disorganization

▪ Inability to focus

▪ Poor judgment

▪ Being pessimistic or seeing only the negative side

Behavioral effects include:

▪ Changes in appetite -- either not eating or eating too 

much

▪ Procrastinating and avoiding responsibilities

▪ Increased use of  alcohol, drugs, or cigarettes

▪ Exhibiting more nervous behaviors, such as nail 

biting, fidgeting, and pacing
Source: WebMD, 2019

How can you manage stress?

“While stress is inevitable, 

its negative effects are not” 
(Achor, 2013)

“Our bodies can change our minds; our 

minds can change our behavior, and our 

behavior can change our outcomes” (Cuddy, 2012)

Emotional effects include:
▪ Becoming easily agitated, frustrated, and moody

▪ Feeling overwhelmed, like you are losing control or 

need to take control

▪ Having difficulty relaxing and quieting your mind

▪ Feeling bad about yourself (low self-esteem), lonely, 

worthless, and depressed

▪ Avoiding others

Physical effects include:
▪ Low energy

▪ Headaches

▪ Upset stomach, including diarrhea, constipation, 

and nausea

▪ Aches, pains, and tense muscles

▪ Chest pain and rapid heartbeat

▪ Insomnia

▪ Frequent colds and infections

▪ Loss of sexual desire and/or ability

▪ Nervousness and shaking, ringing in the ear, cold or 

sweaty hands and feet

▪ Dry mouth and difficulty swallowing

▪ Clenched jaw and grinding teeth

https://www.webmd.com/balance/guide/how-worrying-affects-your-body
https://www.webmd.com/a-to-z-guides/stop-nail-biting-tips
https://www.webmd.com/migraines-headaches/default.htm
https://www.webmd.com/digestive-disorders/digestive-diseases-nausea-vomiting
https://www.webmd.com/digestive-disorders/digestive-diseases-diarrhea
https://www.webmd.com/digestive-disorders/digestive-diseases-constipation
https://www.webmd.com/children/ss/nausea-vomiting-remedies-treatment
https://www.webmd.com/pain-management/guide/whats-causing-my-chest-pain
https://www.webmd.com/sleep-disorders/guide/insomnia-symptoms-and-causes
https://www.webmd.com/cold-and-flu/default.htm
https://www.webmd.com/a-to-z-guides/understanding-tinnitus-basics
https://www.webmd.com/oral-health/guide/dental-health-dry-mouth
https://www.webmd.com/oral-health/picture-of-the-teeth


Focus on 
what is in 

your control

✓ activates the 
prefrontal cortex 
(decision making, 
planning, thinking)

✓ reduces stress

✓ improves your 
productivity (Achor, 
2011)

➢ e.g., planning lesson, making 
learning engaging, having 
strategies for dealing with 
students, preplanning



Break down your tasks 
into small chunks & 
focus on one small 

chunk at a time

✓ gives you a sense of  
accomplishment

✓ releases dopamine

✓makes you feel good

✓motives you to move to 
the next small chunk (Ben-

Shahar, 2012)

➢ e.g., weekly or daily thinking 
maps with your personal and 
professional tasks



Creating a positive 

mindset

When you have a positive mindset, 

✓ it is easier for you to see positive realities that we would not 
see if  you did not have a positive mindset.

✓ it makes it easier for you to find solutions to problems.

✓ you can reduce stress.

✓ you can create happiness, which can increase your 
intelligence, creativity, productivity, work performance, and 
energy levels.

✓ you boost the happiness of  those around you (Achor, 2013).

How can you create a positive mindset?



Practice 
gratitude

✓ trains your mind to scan 
for the good 

✓makes you more optimistic

✓ helps you make better 
decisions 

✓ helps you see positive 
realities (Lyubomirsky, 2007)

➢ e.g., I’m grateful for having students 
who enjoy learning.



Identify happy 
moments in 

the classroom

✓ encourages you to scan for 
your positive experiences

✓ helps you notice good 
things that happened

✓ identifies your happiness 
boosters

✓ makes you smile

✓ makes you relive those 
moments – your brain 
doesn’t know the 
difference between reality 
and imagination (Ben-Shahar, 
2007)

➢ e.g., Today I felt happy when Kate was 
able to complete her work.



Building Good 

Habits in and out 

of  the Classroom

When you create new habits,

✓ you create new neural pathways (connections)

✓ you practice/repeat the habit 
the more you practice it, (a) the stronger the connection between the 

neurons become and the information travels down the pathway faster, 

and (b) the more skilled you become at it

✓ you perform the habit automatically and more easily (Achor, 2013).

How can you create new habits?



Create tiny 

habits in and out 

of  the classroom

✓ makes the new behavior be 
systematic and automatic

✓ makes the new habit easier to 
perform

✓ increases motivation to do the 
new habit

✓ gives you the ability to perform 
the habit 

✓ has a trigger to remind you to 
do the habit

✓ has a “formula” to help you tie 
the new habit to an old one: 
After I …., I will …. (Fogg, 2012) 

➢ e.g., After a student answers a question, I will 
give him/her positive or constructive feedback.

➢ e.g., After I leave work, I will go to the gym.



Create resolutions 
in and out of  the 

classroom

✓helps you accomplish 
concrete goals or 
projects  

✓boosts your mood

✓ increases your 
happiness level (Rubin, 
2008)

➢ e.g., Create lesson plans for 45 
minutes. 

➢ e.g., Sleep for 7-8 hours.



Bringing Happiness into 

Your Future Classroom

• “This completely changed the atmosphere of  my classroom.” 

• “It not only brought my spirits up, but it also allowed me to get to 

know my students a little better.” 

• “I only did this for a week, and I have already developed a 

relationship with my classes, established respect, and opened my 

eyes to understand that there is more than just what I see in my 

50-minute class.”

• “I want to say thank you once again, you have no idea how you 

changed my life. Eternally grateful,”

Sharitza (Student-teacher)



Quick Poll #2

What can happiness do for you?

(a) Happiness can increase your intelligence and 

creativity.

(b) Happiness can increase your productivity, work 

performance, and energy levels. 

(c) Happiness can reduce your anxiety and stress levels. 

(d) All of  the above.



Conclusion

❑ Understand that your brain impacts your reactions.

❑ Stress and the feelings of  being threatened = release of  

chemicals-changes the way you react to a situation.

❑ We react to students differently when they have annoyed 

us in the past, then we do those who annoyed us less.

❑ Learning about how the brain works can help you 

overcome the potential negative effects of  the amygdala 

and emotions. 



Conclusion

❑ Remember that happiness is more than just a 

feeling. Happiness can increase your intelligence, 

creativity, productivity, work performance, and 

energy levels. Happiness can also reduce anxiety 

and stress levels. 

❑ Your happiness will then positively impact your 

performance in the classroom and your students’ 

happiness.
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