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Student’s 
BEHAVIOR 
is defensive, 

dysregulated, 
or shut down

Teacher’s 
BEHAVIOR sends 
signals of danger 

to student’s 
BRAIN

Student’s 
BRAIN is in 

defense mode

Teacher’s BRAIN 
reacts defensively 

to student’s 
BEHAVIOR

SOURCE: JESSICA SINARSKI

Student-Teacher 
Defense Brain 

Cycle
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DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN
Survival Brain
Defense Brain
Reptilian Brain
Fight / Flight / Freeze
Protection Mode

UPSTAIRS BRAIN
Learning Brain

Social Brain
Thinking Brain

Calm / Curious / Capable
Connection Mode

AMYGDALA

IMAGE 1-1.1
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Neurons in 
baby’s Upstairs 
& Downstairs 
brain connect

Need is met by 
parent/caregiver

Baby 
cries

Developing 
Basic Trust

RE
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Baby has 
a need

Baby senses 
safety

SOURCE: JESSICA SINARSKI AND DR. JONATHAN BAYLIN

The Trust-Building Cycle
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APPROXIMATE 
AGE

DEVELOPMENTAL 
STAGE UPSTAIRS BRAIN DEVELOPMENT WHAT IT MIGHT  

LOOK LIKE

0-18 months Trust vs. Mistrust • Learning that my smiles and cries matter

• Finding ways to get my needs met with 
my safe adults

• Laughing and babbling

• Beginning to ask for things with gestures and 
sounds

• Crying during transitions

• Coming back to calm after getting upset

Toddler Autonomy vs. Shame 
& Doubt

• Exploding curiosity

• Language acquisition

• Increasing body awareness

• Exploring my world with all my senses

• Testing limits

• Asking questions 

• Repeating words and phrases

• Potty training

• Curiosity about body parts

Preschool Initiative vs. Guilt • Curiosity and courage to try new things

• Increasing understanding of structure, 
roles, and rules

• Growing creativity 

• Sequencing and beginning to understand 
cause and effect

• Beginning to identify basic emotions

• “I can do it!” attitude

• Mimicking what I see

• Imaginative play

• Playing to make sense of my environment and 
experiences

• Skill building with support through frustrating 
attempts

• More goal-directed actions like arts & crafts, 
learning letters and numbers, etc.

Elementary Industry (sense of 
competence) vs. 
Inferiority

• Building on foundational skills

• Comparing myself with peers

• Increasing self-control

• More complex thinking

• Understanding the feelings of others

• Learning to read and write

• Exploring hobbies and interests

• Questioning differences and similarities

• Learning to be a team player

• Taking responsibility for more classroom or 
household chores

• Caring about others

Adolescent* Identity vs. 
Confusion 

• Learning I am my own person with 
different problems and successes than 
the adults in my life

• Gaining skills for adult roles

• Increasing capacity for complex thought 
and reasoning

• Connecting with available supports, like peers 
and trusted adults for guidance

• Managing more responsibilities

• Taking on leadership roles or employment 
opportunities

• Finding my own style, interests, priorities, and 
passions

• Exploring personal values that differ from my 
family of origin

Young Adult* Intimacy vs. Isolation • Becoming my own person

• Deepening relationships and connections 
with myself and others

• Navigating life with others (roommates, 
colleagues, etc.)

• Enjoying the reciprocal nature of healthy 
relationships

• Dealing with the emotional ups and downs of 
adult life

• Making big decisions about my future

IMAGE 1-1.3
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angry 
outbursts

disrupted 
relationships

depressed 
mood low frustration 

tolerance
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The Mistrust Cycle

Stressed baby 
still doesn’t 

know how to 
get needs met

UNMET 
NEED

Baby cries  
or shows 
distress
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Baby has 
a need.

Neurons in baby’s 
Downstairs Brain 

strenghthen

SOURCE: JESSICA SINARSKI
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PRESCHOOL K-5TH 6TH-12TH TEACHER AND 
ADMIN

Porcupine
Moment

• Whining
• “No!”
• Excluding 

others

• Snapping at 
others

• Teasing
• “I don’t want 

to”
• Keeping 

others away
• Gossiping or 

other clique-y 
behavior

• Arms crossed
• Grumpy shrug
• Talking back
• Avoiding social 

events
• “Whatever”
• “This is stupid”

• Guarded posture
• Avoiding eye 

contact
• Furrowed brow
• Complain and 

blame
• Taking behavior 

personally
• Getting sucked 

into a negative 
group mindset

Tiger  
Moment

• Biting
• Spitting
• Hitting
• Tantrums
• Kicking
• Screaming

• Arguing
• Yelling
• Quick temper
• Running out of 

the classroom 
(often turns 
into a Turtle 
moment)

• Rough with 
others

• Talking meanly 
about others

• Name calling

• Fighting
• Cyberbullying
• Slamming doors
• Posturing or 

pacing
• Purposely 

bumping others 
in the hallway

• “I hate this”
• Swearing at 

others
• Extreme violent 

talk

• Getting in 
someone’s face

• Threatening
• Yelling
• Intimidating 

posture
• Command and 

demand mode
• Holds power 

over staff/
students

• Demeaning/
labeling students 
or staff

• Attacking others 
online

Chameleon 
Moment

• Hiding 
behind a 
parent

• Hesitant to 
join in play

• Embarrassed 
by attention

• “I can’t do 
anything right”

• Freezing 
when asked a 
question

• Following peer 
pressure

• Driven by social 
media 

• Difficulty 
hearing positives

• Perfectionism
• “I suck at 

everything”

• Afraid to show 
“the real me”

• Nervous to 
speak up

• Needing to 
be liked by 
everyone

• Looking for 
acceptance on 
social media

Turtle  
Moment

• Hiding when 
in trouble

• Withdrawing 
from the 
group

• Blank stare

• Not wanting 
to go to 
school

• Avoiding 
homework

• Going on 
YouTube a lot

• Cutting class
• Head down on 

desk
• Hiding in hoodie
• Daydreaming
• Checked out
• Phone scrolling
• Missing 

assignments
• Stuck and 

seems to refuse 
solutions

• “Why should I 
even try?”

• Numb
• Detached
• No pleasure in 

teaching
• Zoning out
• Mindless 

scrolling

COMMON DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN “PROTECTION MODE”  
EXAMPLES ACROSS AGES

*As with all these Downstairs Brain moments, sometimes this is a needed form of protection. This is especially true 
for marginalized populations who have had to mask their neurodivergent preferences, hide their gender identity, or 
use other protective Chameleon survival strategies for navigating unfair power dynamics. 

IMAGE 1-2.3
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The Types of ACEs

ABUSE NEGLECT HOUSEHOLD DYSFUNCTION

PHYSICAL PHYSICAL MENTAL ILLNESS INCARCERATED 
PARENT

EMOTIONAL EMOTIONAL MOTHER TREATED 
VIOLENTLY

SUBSTANCE  
ABUSE

SEXUAL DIVORCE

IMAGE 1-3.1
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Death

Conception

Mechanism by which Adverse Childhood Experiences Influence Health  
and Well-being throughout the Lifespan

SOURCE: HTTPS://WWW.CDC.GOV/VIOLENCEPREVENTION/ACES/ABOUT.HTML

Early  
Death

Disease,  
Disability, &  

Social Problems

Adoption of  
Health Risk Behavior

Social, Emotional,  
& Cognitive Impairment

Disrupted Neurodevelopment

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Social Conditions/Local Context

Generational Embodiment/Historical Trauma

IMAGE 1-3.2
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Death

Conception

A Trauma-Informed Perspective on ACEs Imapct and Well-Being

Without  
compassionate care,  

higher risk for  
early death

Ongoing disease,  
disability, and social  

disconnection that risk  
repeating the cycle

SOURCE: CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL AND PREVENTION  
ACE PYRAMID UPDATED AND MODIFIED BY JESSICA SINARSKI

*Thanks to the RYSE Center for naming this reframe of “coping” and continuing the exploration of deeper meanings 
that can be found in data.

Coping* through  
substance use  

and other risky behavior

Limited energy  
and support for building  

expansive social, emotional,  
and cognitive connections

Brain and body development  
prioritizing defense/survival mode

Adverse childhood experiences

Local context and/or systems of oppression and  
marginalization make it harder for some parents to  

create safe environments and show up for their kids

Generational embodiment / Historical trauma

IMAGE 1-3.3



Light Up the Learning Brain
by Jessica Sinarski   © National Center for Youth Issues    www.ncyi.org12

 2 4 6 8 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

AGE
SOURCE: HTTPS://DEVELOPINGCHILD.HARVARD.EDU/SCIENCE/KEY-CONCEPTS/BRAIN-ARCHITECTURE/

The brain’s ability to change 
in response to experiences

The amount of effort 
such change requires

IMAGE 1-3.4
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AMYGDALA
Alarm System & 
Traffic Director

DOWNSTAIRS 
BRAIN
Protection Mode
• Fast
• Furious
• Frozen or  

Shut Down

UPSTAIRS BRAIN
Connection Mode
• Caring
• Curious
• Complex Thinking

IMAGE 2-1.1
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When your amygdala detects a threat, it tells your stress response system, “ACTIVATE!” It sends chemical and 
electrical messages throughout your body and brain to get ready to fight the threat or run away. Heart pounds, 
blood rushes to the muscles, digestion shuts down. This is all super helpful if you are being attacked by a wild 
animal, but less helpful when the “threat” your amygdala senses is being a little tired or hungry, trying to fix 
the jammed copier, or a student throwing shade your way. Without some help from your Upstairs Brain, your 
Porcupine and Tiger brain will jump into action whether you really need them or not. Let’s look inside… 

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN PROTECTION MODE: 
FIGHT OR FLIGHT

TIGER BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Tiger moment. 

Here are some clues to look for:
• Talking negatively about students
• Taking frustration out on others 
• Jumping straight to punitive consequences
• Getting in someone’s face 
• Jumping to power and control instead of 

cooperation 
• Yelling 

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Tiger 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

PORCUPINE BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Porcupine moment.

Here are some clues to look for:
• Grumpy 
• Predicting the worst
• Complaining and blaming
• Irritable or snapping at others
• Turning away from others
• Rejecting new ideas
• Taking others’ behavior personally

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Porcupine 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

WORKSHEET 2-1.2 (PAGE 1 OF 2)
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Another way our brains try to protect us is to SHUT IT ALL DOWN! “Freeze” is a combined state of fight-or-
flight activation and the shutdown state. You might have heard this collapse or “feign death” response called 
“playing possum.” It is an ancient survival system found in many species across the animal kingdom that helps 
conserve energy and escape reality. Let’s look at some of the signs that this part of our brain is running the 
show. 

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN PROTECTION MODE:  
FREEZE OR FEIGN DEATH

TURTLE BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Turtle moment. Here are 
some clues to look for:

• Struggling to get out of bed
• Phoning in lessons with low student 

engagement
• Not connecting with peers and other supports
• Doom scrolling on your phone
• Feeling sad and alone
• Zoning out or escaping reality

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Turtle 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

CHAMELEON BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Chameleon moment. Here 
are some clues to look for:

• Just wanting to blend in
• Looking for acceptance on social media
• Joining the negative voices in staff meeting
• Hiding the real you
• Embarrassed by any attention, including praise
• Feeling paralyzed & unsure of yourself

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Chameleon 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

WORKSHEET 2-1.2 (PAGE 2 OF 2)
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GET TO KNOW YOUR BRAVE BRAIN 
The brain pays a lot of attention to one big question: Am I safe? At the slightest hint of danger, feeling left out, or 
even just something you don’t like, your amygdala is ready to send in your Downstairs Brain protectors. 

Circle or color your Downstairs Brain protector that comes out the most:

I’m having a TURTLE moment when it’s tough 
to talk, I hide away, or I have a hard time letting 

someone help.

I’m having a PORCUPINE moment when I’m 
grumpy, prickly toward others, or stuck in my 

negative thoughts.

I’m having a TIGER moment when I hurt people 
or damage things, act big and scary, or use loud, 

mean words.

I’m having a CHAMELEON moment when I try to 
blend in too much, copy others, or don’t let people 

say nice things about me.

WORKSHEET 2-1.3
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ADAPTED FROM RILEY THE BRAVE’S BIG FEELINGS ACTIVITY BOOK AND YOUR AMAZING BRAIN BY JESSICA SINARSKI

  Take three deep breaths

 Try again

           Ask for help

      Move my body

        Get a drink of water

  Tell myself:  
I can do this!

    Talk to someone  
about a problem

  Take a quick break

       Get a hug

  Eat a healthy snack

     What else helps you  
get your Upstairs Brain  
back in charge?

What will you do before your Downstairs Brain takes over next time? 

Keep using your Upstairs Brain tools!  
Every time you practice, your amazing brain grows!

Write or draw here:

Your Upstairs Brain  
Tools Are Here to Help! 

WORKSHEET 2-1.4
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Your AmAzing BrAin TrAding CArds

WORKSHEET 2-1.5
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TURTLE brain is good at shutting down thoughts and feelings. It might feel 
hard to move or like it’s not worth trying. I can tell I am about to have a 
Turtle moment when…

____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN 
PROTECTION MODE 
We need our Downstairs Brain powers, but sometimes they get 
extra protective. Let’s bring some Upstairs Brain power to each 
one so we don’t end up hurting ourselves or others. 

PORCUPINE brain tends to feel annoyed, get stuck in “complain and blame” 
mode, or act grumpy toward others. I can tell I am about to have a Porcupine 
moment when…

____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

When TIGER brain comes out, sometimes people get hurt, things get 
damaged, or there are lots of loud, rude words. I can tell I am about to have a 
Tiger moment when…

____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

CHAMELEON brain makes it easy to hide in plain sight by brushing off 
compliments, trying to be perfect, or just following others. I can tell I am 
about to have a Chameleon moment when…

____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

WORKSHEET 2-1.6
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TURTLE:  __________________________________________
Signs of Turtle brain:

• Cutting class
• Hiding under a hoodie
• Scrolling on phone 
• Feeling overwhelmed or numb

THE BRAIN GETS VERY PROTECTIVE! 
Decide as a group what each of these Downstairs Brain defense modes should be called.  

Think of movie characters, YouTubers, comics, etc.

PORCUPINE: ____________________________________
Signs of Porcupine brain:

• Arms crossed
• “Whatever. This is stupid.”
• Ripping up paper
• Rejecting ideas
• Complaining and blaming

TIGER: _____________________________________________
Signs of Tiger brain:

• Fighting
• Cyberbullying
• Swearing 
• Knocking stuff off desks
• Intimidating others in the halls

CHAMELEON: ___________________________________
Signs of Chameleon brain:

• Following peer pressure
• Worrying what everyone thinks
• Feeling depressed
• “I suck at everything”
• Getting lost in social media

WORKSHEET 2-1.7



Light Up the Learning Brain
by Jessica Sinarski   © National Center for Youth Issues    www.ncyi.org 21

THE BRAIN IN PROTECTION MODE
The Downstairs Brain is all about survival. This is our primitive operating system, made up of 
the limbic system (including the amygdala) and brain stem. It is online at birth and always on 
the lookout for danger.

In Case of Power Outage…

COOL OFF - Pause and breathe. Give your Upstairs Brain time to kick into action. If it’s an intense 
power outage, you might need to walk it off, talk with someone you trust, or listen to some music while 
the emotional intensity settles.

RESTART - Remind yourself what’s true: you had a Downstairs Brain moment, but you are the boss of 
your brain. Shake it off. You’ve got this! 

REPAIR - Did you say or do something you shouldn’t have while your Porcupine or Tiger brain was in 
charge? Did you miss an assignment while you were in Turtle mode? Did you join in some negative 
comments online while your Chameleon protector was running the show? Go make it better! Talk to a 
trusted adult if you need some help.

This OS is responsible for acting without 
thinking. When it is in charge, we can:

• Stay alive with basic functions  
like breathing and heartbeat

• Activate with big Tiger or  
grumpy Porcupine behavior

• Lose sight of who we really  
are or blend in with others  
like a Chameleon

• Curl up in our Turtle shell to avoid 
harm (and sometimes miss out on 
good stuff too)

• Hurt ourselves and others when we 
get stuck in defense / self-protection 
mode

WORKSHEET 2-1.8
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YOUR UPSTAIRS BRAIN POWERHOUSE
This is our most advanced operating system. It is made up of the full wrinkly, outer portion of 
the brain known as the cerebral cortex, including the more advanced frontal lobe. The Upstairs 
Brain develops over time, reaching full maturity around age 26.

Enhance Your Upstairs Brain OS

• Eat some greens (and go easy on the sugar and caffeinated drinks).

• Notice your feelings. Even the uncomfortable ones have something to tell you.

• Get moving! Walking, dancing, yoga, sports, bike rides…physical activity fuels your brain.

• Check the facts. Sometimes the Downstairs Brain sends false alarms.

• Notice the good, because the Downstairs Brain is really good at noticing negative stuff.

• Connect with a trusted adult who can share some Upstairs Brain power.

• Limit screen time and skip social media in favor of real time with friends.

• Sleep! That’s when your brain does all its growing, connecting, and clearing out the junk.

This OS is responsible for thinking before acting.  
When it is in charge, we can:

• Enjoy time with friends

• Make thoughtful choices

• Deal with intense emotions  
and control impulses

• Learn new things

• Be creative

• Plan and persevere on big projects

• Care about other people

• Navigate all the complexities of “adulting”

Connecti on Mode

WORKSHEET 2-1.9
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Connecti on Mode SELF-
DIRECTION

INDEPENDENCE AND 
SUSTAINABILITY

PERSEVERANCE

MINDSETS FOR  
SELF AND SCHOOLS

SCHOOL  
READINESS

HEALTHY 
DEVELOPMENT

RESILIENCE

GROWTH 
MINDSET

SELF- 
AWARENESS

SAFE & SECURE 
RELATIONSHIPS

(AKA ATTACHMENT)

STRESS 
MANAGEMENT

SELF- 
REGULATION

SOCIAL 
AWARENESS/

RELATIONSHIP 
SKILLS

EXECUTIVE 
FUNCTION

SELF- 
EFFICACY

SENSE OF 
BELONGING

RELEVANCE  
OF SCHOOL

AGENCY ACADEMIC 
TENACITY

CURIOSITY CIVIC 
IDENTITY

SOURCE: ADAPTED FROM BUILDING BLOCKS FOR LEARNING: A FRAMEWORK FOR 
COMPREHENSIVE STUDENT DEVELOPMENT BY TURNAROUND FOR CHILDREN 29

IMAGE 2-1.10
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all BEHAVIOR 
comes from the 

BRAIN
understanding our 

SENSES will help us 
understand BEHAVIOR

the BRAIN is 
getting information 
from the SENSES

SOURCE: JESSICA SINARSKI

IMAGE 2-2.1
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Can’t organize their desks Crave organization in 
everything

Love messy play - bring on the 
sand, glue, mud, and glitter

Can’t stand anything on  
their hands

Have trouble sitting  
up straight

Can climb, jump, and crash 
around without getting hurt

Passive, quiet, and withdrawn Hyperactive, loud, and in 
everyone’s space

Love noises, smells,  
and bright lights

Can’t stand most smells, 
sounds, or visual clutter

IMAGE 2-2.2
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LEARN MORE ABOUT ALL EIGHT SENSES IN RILEY THE BRAVE’S SENSATIONAL SENSES BY JESSICA SINARSKI, ILLUSTRATED BY ZACHARY KLINE.

IMAGE 2-2.3
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I will spit out my gum if 
it becomes distracting 
for me or others.

Bubblegum Club
I, ________________________________________________________________________________, 

am joining the bubblegum club, using gum as a tool to help me focus.

Student signature:_________________________________________________      Date:_________________________

Parent/Guardian: Please send in an approved pack of sugar-free gum for your child to 
use during class. Your signature below indicates that you will help reinforce responsible 
gum chewing for your child.

Signature:___________________________________________________________      Date:_________________________

I will chew gum 
responsibly.

I will chew with my 
mouth closed.

I will throw my 
gum in the trash.

I will not play with my 
gum outside my mouth.

I will not put chewed gum 
anywhere but the trash.



Light Up the Learning Brain
by Jessica Sinarski   © National Center for Youth Issues    www.ncyi.org28

SOURCE: HTTPS://NORTHSTARPATHS.COM/GRAPHICS-FREE-DOWNLOADS/

IMAGE 2-2.5
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SOURCE: @CLASSCRITTERS ON FACEBOOK 

IMAGE 2-3.1
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POLYVAGAL 
TERM DESCRIPTION COMMON 

FEELINGS
COMMON 

SENSATIONS

Ventral 
Vagal

Safe
Steady

Connected

Relaxed, 
thoughtful, 

open, creative, 
playful, curious, 

content, focused, 
joyful, grounded, 
ready, motivated, 

settled, 
interested, 
peaceful

Relaxed 
muscles, ease, 

lightness, 
energetic, 

free, mindfully 
aware

Sympathetic
Activated

Fight-or-flight
Distressed

Angry, worried, 
stressed, 

embarrassed, 
distracted, 

grumpy, upset, 
annoyed, 

panicky, nervous, 
frustrated

On edge, tense, 
hot, restless, 

guarded, under 
pressure, 

agitated, jumpy

Dorsal 
Vagal

Shutdown
Immobilized

Disconnected

Failure, shame, 
helpless, hopeless, 

overwhelmed, 
sad, vulnerable, 

lonely

Numb, stuck, 
heavy, cold, 
weak, slow, 
detached, 

foggy
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Think about your five biggest annoyances in your 
work or things that seem to overwhelm your 
resources. From tapping pens to missing homework 
to “talking back” to a new technology demand, 
everyone’s triggers are different. What sends you 
into your Downstairs Brain? 

My Triggers: 

1. _______________________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________________________________

What tools are in your toolbox to deal with these triggers? If you’re 
not sure or it involves kicking a kid out of class, your homework is to 
ask a colleague or seek support to expand your plans and skills to get 
through these triggers. 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________
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Think about what moments from today felt good 
or what makes you excited about your job. What 
makes you smile? Come back and add to the list as 
you notice more! 

My Glimmers : 

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Is there a special person, place, or activity that helps you feel safe and 
secure? What gives you confidence? What starts your day off right or 
sets you up for a positive evening? What helps you feel steady?

My Anchors:  

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

IMAGE 2-4.2 ( 2 OF 2)
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Fear of… Looks like…

Rejection or 
Abandonment

• Chameleon behavior, like following peer pressure or losing touch with 
their own interests or values

• Not showing interest in connection (“I’ll reject you before you can 
reject me.”)

• Trying too hard with peers and getting taken advantage of or getting 
in trouble

• Constantly needing reassurance or physical proximity to an adult
• Lashing out at adults, especially ones they are starting to feel close to
• Hiding in screens (video games, social media, etc.)

Embarrassment 
or Confusion

• Running out the room
• Angry outburst (“This is stupid.”)
• Personal attack (“I hate you.”)
• Joking or heckling
• Refusing or avoiding work
• Story telling or instinctual lying to protect from shame

Failure

• Not trying or giving up quickly
• Complete Turtle shutdown (sleeping in class, not responding, etc.)
• Anxiety or perfectionism
• Stress and lack of enjoyment even in fun situations
• Negative self-talk (“I suck at math.”) 
• Low frustration tolerance or quick to anger even with small 

challenges

Negative 
Consequences 

or the Loss 
of Something 

Valued

• Saying what they wish were true
• Hiding or running away from the situation
• Zoning out or day dreaming
• Shifting the attention or blame
• Getting into a power struggle
• An “I don’t care” attitude

Unmet Needs or 
the Unknown

• Hyper-focused on material items
• Stockpiling food or other resources
• Difficulty sharing or thinking of others’ feelings
• Taking other people’s belongings
• Difficulty with change or transitions
• Constant questioning and needing reassurance
• Tiger moments about seemingly minor things
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I was feeling ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ .

Next time I can _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ .

I Had a Moment

NAME ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________      DATE ____________________________________________________________

When we are feeling upset or unsafe, we need our Upstairs Brain to help so our Downstairs Brain doesn’t take 
over everything! Think of a tough part of your day or week. Circle the part of your brain that was running the 
show. 

Here’s what happened (write or draw pictures):

ADAPTED FROM RILEY THE BRAVE’S BIG FEELINGS ACTIVITY BOOK BY JESSICA SINARSKI, ILLUSTRATED BY ZACHARY KLINE.

WORKSHEET 2-4.4
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Become a Backpack Detective
Think about a time you felt angry. Write or draw about it below.

and beand be CURIOUSCURIOUS ..

when I’mwhen I’m FURIOUSFURIOUS ..

What is underneath theWhat is underneath the ??

Am IAm I oror ??
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Think about what happened right before you noticed those big angry feelings. 
Circle any books that were in your “magic backpack” underneath that Anger.

Write or draw one thing you can do to set aside some of the books that were hiding underneath Anger.

WORKSHEET 2-4.5 (PAGE 2 OF 2)
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Glimmers and Triggers

Triggers

What scenarios, attitudes, or  
aspects of learning frustrate you?

What feels overwhelming?

When do you find yourself  
scrolling on your phone?

When do you find  
your mood dipping?

What bugs you? What gets in the way of  
making healthy choices?

Get to know what activates your Downstairs Brain protectors
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Glimmers and Triggers

What inspires you? Is there a special person, place, pet, or activity  
that helps you feel safe & secure?

What moments from today felt good? What sets you up for a positive afternoon or evening?

What helps you feel relaxed and ready for the day? What feelings do you enjoy?

What makes you smile? What sparks joy?

What makes you excited about learning? What helps you feel steady?

What gives you confidence? What motivates you?

Glimmers

Notice and savor these moments that support your Upstairs Brain!

WORKSHEET 2-4.7
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Discipline Punishment

Instilled in children by trusted adults Imposed on children

Preventive Punitive

Proactive Reactive

Child learns self-control  
and accountability

Adult is responsible to try  
to control the child’s behavior

Offers structure and guidance Imposes demands that don’t 
necessarily repair any damage done

Encourages desired behavior Focuses on undesired behavior

Teaches the preferred way to solve or 
prevent problems

Does not teach preferred  
or expected behaviors

Encourages children to be capable 
and responsible for making decisions Imposes decisions on children

Protects and nurtures children May cause emotional  
and physical pain

Fosters self-esteem  
and confidence

Reinforces poor self-esteem 
(especially if the punishment  

is demeaning)

Children rely on their  
own inner controls or rules for 

conduct (growing self-regulation)

Responsible behavior is expected only 
when authority figures are present

Children and adults have cooperative, 
shared, positive relationships

Children learn to avoid  
and fear adults
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Hello!

I’m excited to have your child in my class. I know that my students learn best when they 
sense that they are safe, seen, and valued and I will do my best to create a classroom 
community that fosters these needs. I also want you to know how much your experience 
and expertise about your student matters to me! Please fill out and return this form to help 
me create a culture of belonging this year.

STUDENT’S NAME

YOUR NAME

RELATIONSHIP TO STUDENT

What have you / your student loved about school in the past?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

What has bothered you / your student about school?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Thank you for sharing your time and energy with me. Looking forward to a great year 
ahead!

Sincerely,

WORKSHEET 2-4.9
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The Mistrust Cycle

My stressed 
brain/body still 
doesn’t know 

how to get 
needs met

UNMET 
NEED

I try to 
understand and 
communicate 

my need

DI
ST

RE
SS

, D
YS

RE
GU

LA
TIO

N 
& 

DI
SC

ON
NE

CT
IO

N
DISTRESS & DYSREGULATION

I have a 
need.

My Downstairs 
Brain grows 

stronger
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CULTURE

the norms, values, 
beliefs, traditions, and 
rituals of a group built 
up over time

“Culture is the way we do things around here.”  
- Cobb & Krownapple1 

EQUITY fairness, justice

It is not about everyone getting the same thing 
(equality) but recognizing that we must make 
adjustments where we find injustice or unfair 
disadvantages.2 

DIVERSITY the state of being 
diverse; variety

“Diversity is not a vision to move toward but a 
reality to recognize and acknowledge.”  
- Cobb & Krownapple3 

IMPLICIT BIAS

a form of bias 
(attitudes, behaviors, 
and actions that are 
prejudiced in favor of 
or against one person 
or group compared to 
another) that occurs 
automatically and 
unintentionally, that 
nevertheless affects 
judgments, decisions, 
and behaviors4 

Because of the lack of awareness inherent in 
implicit bias, this can be difficult to detect. In fact, 
you may consciously express that you feel the 
opposite (using your Upstairs Brain) while you act 
without thinking (Downstairs Brain) in ways that 
negatively impact others.

PRIVILEGE

a special right, 
advantage, or 
immunity granted or 
available only to a 
particular person or 
group5 

Just like many of these terms, the word ‘privilege’ 
often sparks a strong reaction such as, “Privilege? 
Do you know how hard my life has been?!” 
Benefitting from White Privilege does not mean 
that life has been easy. It makes sense that you 
want your struggle and ability to overcome to be 
acknowledged or honored. After all, we all need to 
feel safe, seen, and valued to function at our best. 
I encourage a broadening of this thought…you 
have worked hard and accomplished a lot, AND, if 
you are White in this country, you have benefitted 
from laws and practices designed for and by 
White people. Hard work and privilege. Both can 
be true.

RACISM

a belief that race 
is a fundamental 
determinant of human 
traits and capacities 
and that racial 
differences produce an 
inherent superiority of 
a particular race6 

Because of implicit bias, however, this definition 
seems more helpful: “A powerful collection of 
policies that sustains racial inequities or injustices 
and is substantiated by ideas of racial hierarchy.”  
- Kendi & Stone7 

RACIST (ADJ)
of, relating to, or 
characterized by 
racism8 

In How to Be a (Young) Antiracist, authors Kendi 
and Stone point out that while “racist” is often 
used as a noun (i.e. “He’s a racist.”), it may be more 
constructive as an adjective. This will enable us 
to notice and name the racist ideas, policies, or 
practices that impede equity work.9 

IMAGE 2-5.2
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Commitment 
to Equity

Inequitable 
Status Quo

Catalyst

Problems with  
Implementation

SOURCE: DR. FLOYD COBB AND JOHN KROWNAPPLE IN  
BELONGING THROUGH A CULTURE OF DIGNITY 79

Dysfunctional Cycle  
of Equity Work
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ROLL: Whatever happens next in your body, let it happen. 
You might cry or laugh or moan or sigh. Unless it will harm 
you or someone else, let the feeling roll on through. You 
don’t have to fight it, run from it, or cut it off.

STOP, DROP, and ROLL*

*SOURCE: MY GRANDMOTHER’S HANDS BY RESMAA MENAKEM

If you are feeling the sting of someone else’s Downstairs Brain moment  
or afraid you might flip your lid, STOP, DROP, and ROLL.

STOP: Whatever you are doing, thinking, 
or saying, stop! Don’t go any further down 
the same emotional and mental path.

DROP BACK: Pay attention to what you feel, 
what’s going on around you, and where you 
seem to be headed. Be curious. Is that where 
you want to go? If not, say so out loud: “Let’s 
not go where I think we’re headed. Let’s 
figure out something different.”

WORKSHEET 2-5.4
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Teacher’s BRAIN 
reacts defensively to 
student’s behavior.

Student’s 
BEHAVIOR 
is defensive, 

dysregulated, or 
shut down.

Student’s BRAIN is 
in defense mode.

Teacher’s BEHAVIOR 
sends signals of 

danger to student’s 
BRAIN.



Light Up the Learning Brain
by Jessica Sinarski   © National Center for Youth Issues    www.ncyi.org46

1
2

RE-DO
Support your student’s ability to try again. With patience, compassion,  

and maybe even a little playfulness, try one of these phrases:

1, 2, Re-Do.

Take 1 deep

Remember that  
you and your student  
are on the same team.

BREATH.

We’re a

• Can we re-do?
• Can you try that a  

different way?
• I’m here to help.

• Let’s try again.
• Help me understand.
• Seems like something  

is bugging you.

• Do-over?
• Want a minute to cool out?
• Oops. Upstairs Brain 

version…

WORKSHEET 2-6.2
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SOURCE: @MRSWENDYMTURNER ON TWITTER
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SOURCE: MEASURING ACTUAL LEARNING VERSUS FEELING OF LEARNING IN RESPONSE  
TO BEING ACTIVELY ENGAGED IN THE CLASSROOM BY DESLAURIERS, L. ET AL. (2019)

Performance vs. Perception

IMAGE 2-6.4
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Survival Brain Teaching Is… Brain-Building Leaders…

Stress. Stress. Stress. Model stress management 
and self-regulation

No time for fun Play and be playful

Labeling students Use strengths-based thinking

“Sit still and listen” Get the senses involved

Command and demand Connect and redirect

Catching misbehavior
• Notice the good
• Coach for skill building

Power struggles
Solve problems collaboratively

Use and coach self-reflection

“Get out of my classroom!!”

• Take a deep breath 
• Remember we’re on the 

same team 
• (Re-Do) Offer a do-over

“They should know better” Ask “What is the need?”

Fear of judgement and change

• Know it’s good to ask for 
help

• Seek and act upon 
constructive feedback

Goal: Control behavior  
so I can teach.

Goal: Light up the  
learning brain!
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What We See 

SURVIVAL

What We Don’t See 

TRAUMA

FEELING 
ALONE

SCARED

FEELING 
UNWORTHY

“I’M THE 
WORST”

HURT 

SENSORY 
DISCOMFORT

GRIEF

FEELING 
WORTHLESS

HISTORICAL 
TRAUMA

SHAME

FEELING 
BROKEN

LACK OF SAFE 
RELATIONSHIPS 

(AT SOME POINT)

“I HAVE TO 
SURVIVE ON 

MY OWN”

FEELING 
UNLOVED

NOT RESPONDING

DEFIANCE \  
NON-COMPLIANCE HURTING OTHERS

SUPERFICIAL CHARM

SELF-HARM

YELLING

IRRITABLE / 
PRICKLY

LYING

SABOTAGING 
RELATIONSHIPS

POOR 
SOCIAL 
SKILLS

SHUT DOWN / 
STUCK

RUNNING 
AWAY

STEALING / 
HOARDING

SEXUAL 
ACTING 

OUT

“NOT TRYING"

IMAGE 2-7.2
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Grit

Grief, Gratitude, and Grit
What’s on your mind? What is weighing you down? What’s worth celebrating?  
As thoughts come to mind, write them down in the column where they fit best.

Grief Gratitude
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