
 

NEWSLETTER
#kellerthinking

The ABC to create a 
climate of achievement 
for all students  

George Floyd’s death 
caused a seismic shift in 
the world view of the fight 
for liberty, justice, and 
freedom.  


The role of school leaders in 
a time like this is 
fundamental in order to get 
the conversation going. 
Together, we can transform. 
The question is how?  

We provide a few ideas for 
school leaders in this 
Newsletter.

The subtle art of being a 
TEACHER 

The secret in education is to 
respect the student first.  
Respect begets respect.  
Schools often demand that 
students respects adults.  
That is good, but the brain 
of students mirrors the 
behaviour of adults. Check 
out page 5 to read about 
Teacher Techniques to 
ensure students feel 
respected, involved and 
empowered.

Brain states are like the 
weather in the brain.  They 
change often.  The challenge of 
every educator or parent is to 
manage the weather in the 
brain of their students or 
children.  


The secret is to be aware that 
the state of the brain changes 
often.  If you don’t understand 
this you may be tempted to 
make comments like, “What is 
wrong with you now?”


Making use of simple tools in 
class like standing, moving to 
music, taking a cognitive 
ramble, stretching, taking a 
vote on a question raised, 
breathing, laughing, singing or 
playing something silly like 
“Simon says!” can go a long 
way to developing a classroom 
of calm weather and brains that 
are ready and prepared to 
focus on the lesson.

Weather in the 
brain
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States in the Mind
States in the brain are like the weather.  
They change all the time. Teachers need to 
take a deep look at how they design their 
lessons to ensure “climate” management.

As educators, we have limited influence over national policy and curriculum design.  We certainly 
have limited influence or control over families and the neighbourhood, but we have significant 
influence over what happens to our children from the moment they enter the grounds of the school.  
The old paradigm under which most school leaders did their training was that the brains of students 
stay the same.  The new understanding, based on brain research, teaches that brains can change 
everyday.  This understanding is based on the concept of neuroplasticity which is the ability of the 
brain to change the neural pathway and reorganise the synapses. 


From conception to death, the brain is busy reorganising.  Unlike computers that need updates to 
stay abreast with changing needs, the brain has the ability to change according to the environment.  
This involves literally pruning existing synapses, deleting the connections and laying new pathways 
between different neurons.  Whereas neuroplasticity involves rewiring the pathways, neurogenesis 
is the ability to grow new connections (Bergland 2017).  


Every time we learn something new, new connections are developed.  However, if the environment 
and the circumstances around the brain stay the same, so will the brain.  The environment 
determines the ability of the brain to change.  If you change the experience, you change the brain.


In terms of neurogenesis, the two areas of the brain that seem to grow the most neurons are the 
hippocampus and the cerebellum.  The hippocampus is the switch between the emotional limbic 
brain and the pre-frontal cortex which handles our spatial and long term memory while the 
cerebellum is responsible for our muscle memory and co-ordination.  Interestingly, moderate to 
vigorous physical activity (MVPA) has been found to be very effective in stimulating the growth of new 
neurons.


Every time we learn something  
new, connections are 
developed. However, if the 
environment and the 
circumstances around the brain 
stay the same, so will the brain. 
The environment determines 
the ability of the brain to 
change.  If you change the 
experience, you change the 
brain.




 

“Memory is designed 
for survival, not to 
remember school 
work. Make learning 
physical…

With this in mind, educators can change brain 
states and grow brains by including moderate 
physical activity in the lesson.  Sitting still 
does not grow brains.   

The old view was that our genes determined 
human behaviour.  Teachers would look at the 
parents of a child and often write them off 
based on their background.  The new thinking 
is that environment influences gene behaviour.  


Therefore, environments determine emotional 
states.  Classroom environments are largely 
influenced by the teacher and the school 
policy.  In too many systems, school is a cage 
where children are expected to spend 200 
days, six hours per day for 13 years. They are 
housed in a school cage for 15 000 hours, 
where stress is part of the daily diet, unhealthy 
food is served in the canteen, physical activity 
is often removed as a discipline consequence, 
social conditions are designed to separate 
students in order to improve concentration 
and beliefs systems are driven by policy. Here, 
the genes of our students are influenced.


Environment determines emotional states.  
The best state to have in your class is the 
flow state.  Teachers can regulate this by 
managing the stress, assisting students to 
watch their diet and tracking exercise.  
Educators should mirror (model) the teaching.  
Exercise should be a non-negotiable part of 
every teachers’ job description.  Exercise 
grows brain neurons ( Running through middle 
age, van Praag et al, 2012).  


The secret is to find an exercise that you love.  
This starts at school.  Too often certain sports 
are given higher status based on school 
policy.  This policy will negatively affect 
neurogenesis when students become adults.


Play music as students enter your class 
Music is a powerful tool to connect with 
the emotional brain.  Select the music 
according to the audience, not what the 
teacher likes.  Select the volume level.  
Loud music causes a high level of 
connection.  Soft music is calming.


Change the social structure 
Even in an age of Covid, consider how you 
can change the layout of your social 
structure in the classroom to enhance the 
state.


Direct behaviours 
Stand / Walk 5 steps / Vote / Write on 
newsprint / Read aloud at the same time


Ask compelling questions 
Deep thinking engages the student


Make use of orderly movements like 
Just Dance movement on You Tube. 

Tell compelling stories

”

Ideas to change the state



 The A.B.C to 
create a climate of 
achievement for 
all students
A = AFFIRM ALL 
All students need to see themselves  
reflected in the environment around them in 
order to avoid the feeling of being 
marginalised and invisible.

Have you ever been left out of a class or 
group photograph?  The photo loses its 
appeal and you soon ignore the event, even 
if it was beautifully organised, because you 
were left out.  Everyone must feel unique 
and valued.   

B = BUILD BELONGING 
The sense of belonging to a larger shared 
campus is vital.  Affirming identity and 
building a sense of belonging needs to be 
complementary, not separate.  When 
students feel that they are ‘visiting’ or given 
a ‘bursary’, they often feel isolated and 
different.  Intentional leadership is required 
to create a school-wide sense of belonging.


C = CULTIVATE CONVERSATIONS 
This needs to be taught.  Effective leaders in 
the twenty first century need to train 
teachers and students how to interact 
effectively in a pluralistic context by 
discussing issues.  These skills must be 
taught and opportunities need to be given to 
practice them.


Dr. Beverly Daniel Tatum, president emerita 
of Spelman College, is the 2017 Mimi and 
Peter E. Haas Distinguished Visitor at the 
Haas Center for Public Service at Stanford 
University.  She is the author of several 
books including the best-selling “Why Are All 
the Black Kids Sitting Together in the 
Cafeteria?” and Other Conversations about 
Race.  A thought-leader in higher education, 
she was a 2013 recipient of the Carnegie 
Academic Leadership Award and the 2014 
recipient of the American Psychological 
Association Award for Outstanding Lifetime 
Contributions to Psychology.


Her TEDX talk on Is my skin brown because 
I drank chocolate milk? is an excellent 
conversation starter for a professional 
development session.  


The purpose of school: 

Honour the child for who they are.


Assist the child to discover the best version 
of themselves and to develop that.


Know each child as a unique individual.


Fit the school programme around the child, 
not the child into the programme.


The uniqueness of each child is celebrated, 
not placed in a melting pot to become the 
same.  Difference is celebrated and valued.


Students don’t give up anything.  We 
become stronger when we hear everyone’s 
story and find our best self.


We cannot hate anyone when we know their 
story.


This is the heart of true empathy and our 
world is desperately short of empathy.


Be the change in your space.


https://tedx.stanford.edu/lineup/beverly-daniel-
tatum
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Teaching 
Techniques 
The subtle art of being  
a teacher

Comfort Levels in the Class 
All students must have sense of physical 
and emotional comfort.


When comfort is compromised, it reduces 
a student’s level of participation in the 
lesson and may lead to outright rebellion.


The secret in education is to respect the 
student. 

Don’t Tell, Involve 
Teachers love the sound of their own 
voice.  Write down the key points you want 
to get across in a lesson.  Now devise a 
strategy to involve the audience to 
discover those key points.  


Being involved in the learning activates 
mental processes and makes it more likely 
to result in the retention of information.  
 Enrol Questions 

Enrolling questions usually starts with a phrase 
like this. “Raise your hand if …..”


This is designed to enrol students at a level that 
presents with a minimum risk.  If you raise the 
risk you raise the anxiety.  Anxiety shuts down 
the thinking brain and may result in survival 
behaviours.


The goal here is to enrol the student by bringing 
their background, experience or previous 
knowledge forward and making it visible to the 

The person who 
can make hard 
things easy….. is 
the educator.

“ 
”

Layering 

Layering is the intentional design by an educator to simplify a complex 
concept into a sequence of individual steps that can be mastered one at 
a time.


The best learning happens when students can build new learning on 
previous knowledge and the process is therefore simplified and 
accelerated. 


The essence of layering is effective and intentional planning. Always 
review the lesson and make adaptations for when you are next required 
to teach the unit.




