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‘The prefrontal cortex s
the "CEO" of the brain. It
regulates decision making,
judgment, planning, moral
reasoning, and sense of
self, Stressful experiences
(academic pressure, sleep.
deprivation, substance
abuse, etc.) disengage the
frontal lobes. Over time,
this can lead to impulsive,
short-sighted, even violent
behavior; increased
anxiety; depression;
alcohol and drug abuse;,
learning disorders; and
increased stress.related
diseases.

'SUBCORTICAL FIGHT
OR FLIGHT AREAS:
ENGAGED

The subcortical arousal
system—thalamus,
hippocampus, brainstem, and
hypothalamus—mobilizes the
body for action, increasing
heart rate, respiratory rate,
and muscle tone. The nature
of this system is to bypass
the frontal executive
functioning and trigger the
fight or fiight mode.




                                                                                          
Watson Takes a Close Look At…….

The What and the Why of Stress and Behavior
Part 1

Understanding = Helping
“I have no idea why he stomped out of here!”

“That behavior came out of nowhere!”

“She just doesn’t want to work!”

Many times, these are adult responses following incidents by children with challenging behaviors.  As educators, our patience is pushed to the limit as we try to understand the impulsive or angry child.  However, we have learned that there is always a reason for a behavior.  In fact, stress and anxiety can trigger unwanted behaviors.  Stress in children can be caused from a variety of sources including:

· confusing changes in the environment

· a feeling of loss of control over their environment

· misunderstanding of social situations

· transitions 
· a history of traumatic experiences
· physiological events as loss of sleep or hunger
Understanding both the physiological reasons of and responses to stress can better help adults to deal with and support children who need to find a way back to a calm or functional state.
The drawing below illustrates the job of the frontal lobe area of the brain – responsible for regulating judgment, reasoning, and decision making.  When stress factors occur the frontal lobes are disengaged and “fight or flight” areas become engaged.  Children and adults experience a feeling of being in danger physically and emotionally, which in turn translates into anger and the responses of “fight or flight”.   Some children may have difficulties with impulse control due to damage to the frontal lobe, which controls inhibitions and judgment.
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(1st Annual National Brain Conference, 2005)
(brainconference.mum.edu)
In an article on school stress affecting children with ADHD or LD, Jerome Schultz states that ‘repeated bouts of fear, frustration, and failure in school creates stress that builds up over time.  This is actually neurologically damaging impairing brain function by fouling up the brain’s chemistry and even shrinking critically important brain tissue, making problems with learning and attention worse.”  He continues that “chronic stress decreases memory and cognitive flexibility, as it increases anxiety and vigilance.  This ratchets up a student’s alert level and gives rise to a protective defensiveness” (Schultz, 2018).

Brain research utilizing imaging techniques indicate connectivity problems between regions of the brain in populations of people with autism (Just, Minshew, 2004).  This may explain why people with autism have trouble carrying out certain actions, directing attention, planning, and organizing.  Consequently, an inability to sort out problems and the physiological effects of stress on the body may create a combination that understandably results in unwanted behaviors.  
The ability to understand how stress triggers behavior can affect the way we as educators interact with children.   Such knowledge can help educators to provide interventions that will ultimately help children gain control of their emotions and their behavior.  Understanding is the first step to responding and helping.

For additional information on Stress and Behavior continue to access Parts 2 and 3 in the Classroom Tools section of Special Education Resources on the Watson Institute website.
www.thewatsoninstitute.org/resources/classroom-tools/ 
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