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Afterschool/Camp Programming with the Brain in Mind

The application of new brain research to teaching and learning is an exciting discipline, called
brain-compatible learning. Applying brain-compatible learning to the field of education may motivate
both schools and school-age programs to change discipline policies, assessment methods, teaching
strategies, budget priorities, environments, use of technology and even the way the profession thinks
about curriculum development. In the final two decades of the 20" century the use of brain imaging
technology (CAT scans, PET scans & MRI ‘s), animal experiments, computerized electrical brain
measurement, clinical studies, autopsies and spectrometers have caused an explosion of knowledge in the
field of neuroscience (Jensen, 1998). This explosion of knowledge in topics such as threat and stress;
motivation and rewards; the arts; music; playfulness and movement; emotions; attention and mind-body
linkages has caused paradigm-shaking breakthroughs in the field of child W

development and education.

Threat and Stress:
“Children today are under much greater stresses than were children a
generation or two ago, tn part because the world is a wore dangerous
and complicated place to grow up n, and ln part because thelr need to

be protected, nurtured, and gulded has been neglected.” — david Elkind

One of the things we know about the brain is how it reacts to

threat. When threatened, the sympathetic nervous system kicks into gear, releasing cortisol and sending
the individual into a state of fight or flight. Blood is taken away from the BRAIN and internal organs and
is given to the extremities, so the individual is prepared to fight or run away quickly and NOT ABLE TO
LEARN (Browder, 1984; Jensen, 1998). So, the first thing to do is eliminate threat (the negatives):
bullying, embarrassment, fear of harsh punishment, humiliation, nagging, scolding, lecturing, etc. This
makes it possible to learn and creates a condition where brain enrichment will work. Then and only then
can we work on the positives!

The brain is like the clay of the potter. It can be shaped and formed. We know that through
enrichment, the brain will develop a thicker cortex, more dendritic branching, more growth spines, larger
cell bodies, more support cells, more blood supply, more neural networks and more intricate connections
between neurons. We know that the brain learns fastest and easiest in the early school years. We also
know that interaction with other learners of different ages and abilities is an asset to brain development.
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Since school-age care programs have a mixed-age group of elementary-aged children in a non-threatening
environment, the programs have a unique opportunity to facilitate brain development. This gives school-
age care a great potential to maximize the benefit of enriching the environment, the relationships and the
experiences.

Caregivers must do everything they can to eliminate threat. Possible sources of threat and stress in
school-age care are the threat of harsh punishment, poor peer relationships, crowded environments,
bullying, embarrassment, humiliation, nagging, scolding, loss of privileges, parent phone calls, sarcasm,
inadequate resources, and language/cultural barriers. Eliminating threat makes it possible to learn and
creates a condition where brain enrichment will work. In human relationships, caregivers must teach
children about stress and about how to de-stress themselves through time-management, breathing
techniques, useful down time, relationships skills, and peer support. Caregivers must apply the research
that shows that periods of rest, game play, dramatic play, exercise, discussion, positive rituals,
celebrations, physical activity, stretching, dance, walking and creative writing are effective ways to

reduce threat.

Emotions:
“Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings;
it takes its origin from emotion recollected tn tranguility.” - William Wordsworth

Emotions drive attention and create meaning out of dry facts and information. While the brain is
able to set goals, it takes emotion to build the motivation to accomplish those goals. The emotional
“binders” or emotional “seasoning” effects of emotions such as shock, fear,
surprise or excitement enhances synaptic connections and provides an WHAT WE LEARN WITH
additional hook for remembering material. PLEASURE,

The emotional state of the children and families in the school is WE NEVER FORGET.
directly related to student learning, so caregivers must facilitate the emotional
development of the members of the community. Humans often abuse
substances to get to an immediate emotional state which may be more
productively attained through successes, friendships, celebrations, community
service projects, clubs, sports, and building positive relationships with peers

and adults. School-age care providers must create a program that provides the

environments, relationships and experiences that promote the nurturing of a S—

positive emotional state.
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Motivation and Rewards:
“The only reward of virtue is virtue; the only way to have a friend
ls to be one.” - Ralph waldo Emerson
Rewards are effective in teaching a rat to run a maze, but are not effective “I nter
in teaching a child to show pro-social behavior. Short-term behavior changes rewards

: . maximize
sometimes result from rewards, but for those changes to last, it is necessary to

intrinsic
keep the rewards coming. Educators often utilize token reward programs, often moti vat

displayed on star charts, to promote desirable behavior. An examination of the
research shows this to be invalid. Further, rewards actually lessen the engagement the student feels about
the learning activity. Students who are not rewarded for desirable behavior actually feel more
commitment to the behavior than students who are rewarded for desirable behavior. “There are numerous
reports of token programs showing behavior change only while contingent token reinforcement is being
delivered. Generally, removal of token reinforcement results in decrements in desirable responses and a
return to baseline or near-baseline levels of performance...the use of powerful systematic reward
procedures to promote increased engagement in target activities may also produce concomitant decreases
in task engagement, in situations where neither tangible nor social extrinsic rewards are perceived to be
available” (Kohn, 1999, p 38). Rewards fail to make deep lasting changes because they are aimed at
affecting only what children do and not at what they think and feel. If caregivers want to do nothing more
than induce compliance in children, then rewards may be a valid practice. If caregivers want children to
be self-disciplined, self-motivated learners, then rewards are worse than useless. They are

counterproductive (Kohn, 1999).

Empirical studies have found material rewards to be a negative factor; their use was associated
with slightly lowered internalized standards, did not help to build the USE
child’s own internal controls, and had detrimental effects by undermining w l e'{(;

AND (0TS OF T/

P

children’s feeling of control over their own activities. “The use of material

rewards impeded cognitive competence and the good social functioning of
the child” (Grusec and Lytton, 1988, p. 181). “Children have an intrinsic
desire to learn. Praise and manipulation can only serve to stifle that natural
motivation and replace it with blind conformity, a mechanical work style, Q
or open defiance toward authority” (Hitz, and Driscoll, 1988).

Brains are novelty seeking, they crave new experiences. Choice
and control give children the ability to experience new relationships

between actions and consequences, which results in a decrease in
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aggressive behavior and an increase in productive behavior. When children experience the positive
thinking that results from productive behavior, the brain produces and releases opiates (a natural high), so
educators must provide opportunities to be involved in productive behavior. When children succeed at
something, they experience their own internal reward, which is very effective on the brain and learning.
Good learning environments provide children frequent opportunities to make positive choices and
experience success.

Motivation must be internalized. Internal rewards maximize intrinsic motivation. Brains are
novelty seeking, craving new experiences, so educators must provide a variety of experiences as a reward
and element of motivation. Choice and control give children the ability to experience new relationships
between actions and consequences, which result in a decrease in aggressive behavior and an increase in
productive behavior, so children must be empowered as a reward and element of motivation. Good
learning environments provide children frequent opportunities to make positive choices and experience
success, so educators must create and maintain a high quality, learning environment as a reward and

element of motivation.

Mind and Body:
“We are bound to owr bodies Liike an oyster to its shell.” - Plato
“A healthy body Ls a guest chawmber for the soul; a sick body is a prison.” - Bacon
The brain is a part of our physical body and is affected by intellectual, emotional and physical

stimuli. We must teach with the body as well as with the brain in mind. IF IT’S NOT IN

Whistling while you work, twiddling your thumbs while you wait, tapping your YOUR BODY
foot while you listen, or doodling while you listen to a lecture are examples of YOU DON’T KNOW ”2

“mind-body” linkages. Children need to be physically active, and need frequent

opportunities for physical motion. Children involved in daily physical
education experience show greater academic performance and a better attitude e
toward school than children who are not (Jensen, 1998). Caregivers should K
value and participate in the physical education process. Children involved in _ ‘
music and arts develop better thinking and problem solving skills, better S ' W\‘
language skills and more creativity than children who are not. Quality school-age care programs offer
frequent opportunities for these experiences. In a quality school-age care program, caregivers must
frequently provide children with a wide range of activities such as: playing physically on the playground;
relaxing, sitting, and chatting with friends; participating in drama productions; singing alone or to a
group; or eating a snack.
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Yahoo!
Dopamine

Aroblem Solving

Aositive moods or feelings.
MRelationships
AUnexpected Rewards
KCelebrations

AGross motor like
walking/swimming

U O~
Cortisol

sConcern and Negative
Expectations
AAssociated with stress
response.

AThreat,

ALimited resources,
ARisk of failure,

ARisk of status loss.

Epinephrine =

Adrenaline

rReleased Under
Fear/Excitement.
AStimulates Release of
Glucose.

Alncreases can constrict heart
vessels

ACompetition for Resources,
ARapid Activity like
races/games,
AEmergencies,

MPlausible risk of Failure.

Anaah.
Serotonin

AFeelindFine,

AWnhistle While You Work
Alnfluences Memory &
Learning

Alnduces Relaxation
ARegulates mood and
sleep.
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Afterschool Programming with the Brain in Mind

1.All healthy humans are born with a

brain.

2.The four lobes of the Cerebrum are the , the

, the , and the

3. IS at the center of all our fear and threat
responses.

4. First eliminate and then like
crazy.

5.Emotions drive and create

6.Social Interactions strongly influence

7.Common brain chemicals involved are
, & .
8.The longer someone is in an emotional state, the more
that state becomes.
9.3 Big Elements of Enrichment are :

10. Positive thinking and success triggers the release of
and :
11. Children involved in daily physical education experience
greater performance and a better
attitude toward
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