
Brain Compatible Approaches 
For Engaging Learners in 

Geography 
aka “how the brain learns best” 



Portrait of a unmotivated 
learner 
• Has trouble paying attention 
•  Seems bored and/or forgetful  
• Doesn’t usually participate 
• Does homework/classwork sporadically 
•  Is either disruptive or silent 
•  Seems capable but unmotivated 





But let’s attempt to put on the lens of compassion: 
assuming the best of our students 



What brain-based research tells 
us… 
•  “the unmotivated learner” is a myth 
•  There is no such thing as an unmotivated 

learner. There are, however, temporary 
unmotivated states in which learners are either 
reinforced and supported or neglected and 
labeled.  
•  Root of the problem: not the learner, but the 

conditions for learning 
• Once learners are in their seats, the teacher’s 

role is to elicit their natural motivation 



What demotivates learners (and 
perhaps what we should stop 
doing in our classrooms) 
• Mere rote learning 
• Coercion and manipulation 
•  Inconsistent policies and rules 
•  Perception of irrelevant content 
•  Boring, single-medium presentation 
• No/Limited opportunity for social interaction 
• Weak, negative or critical relationships within 

the classroom 



Questions we will explore 
• What are some tools we can engage our 

learners with? 
• What’s the science behind them? 
• How do I make teaching as much a science 

as an art?  
• Can I get something practical? 
• Can I apply them easily?  



What is brain-compatible 
education? 

•  Brain-compatible education is the purposeful 
engagement of strategies based on how 
our brain works 

 

•  Brain-based education is best understood in 
three words: engagement, strategies 
and principles.  



As students learn something new, electric or 
chemical signals move from neuron to neuron, 
between locations in the brain.  
These signals form a path in the neural network that 
eventually connects the source to its destination. 
While identifying a route is slow going at first, 
students' brains eventually make these connections, 
and learning begins.  

In our brains, upwards of one hundred billion 
neurons form a vast network of information 
pathways.  



“Neurons that fire together, wire together” 



What the brain-based 
practitioner asks… 

• What is there to learn, and how can it best be 
learned?  

 

• What is the optimal environment for learning? 
 

• What learning strategies have the highest 
impact at the lowest cost? 

 

•  What is one simple step I can take 
immediately to improve learning?  



Key Difference? 

•  Brain-compatible approaches start with 
the learner in mind, not the content. 

The lesson is based on creating optimal 
conditions for natural learning.  



Why Brain-compatible 
approaches? 

•  The human brain loves to learn. Our very 
survival, in fact, is dependent on learning. 

 

• Our job is to be a learning catalyst (one who 
lights a fire for learning), rather than someone 
who simply delivers information/content 

 

•  In a brain-compatible learning environment, 
the learners are already motivated 



(Some) Guiding Principles from Mind, 
Brain, and Education (MBE) Science  
 

1. Great teachers know that emotions are critical to 
learning. 
 

2. Great teachers know that learning is enhanced by 
challenge and inhibited by threat. 
 

3. Great teachers know that brains seek novelty. 
 

4. Great teachers know the brain depends on 
interactions with other people to make meaning 
(social nature of learning) 
 

5. Great teachers know that learning relies on 
memory and attention.  



Active engagement and interaction are two important 
aspects in promoting deep approaches to learning and 
are essential to achieving quality learning outcomes. 



A nurturing, stimulating 
classroom environment 

• What might you see? 
• What might you hear?  



•  An environment which is meaningful, 
challenging and in which the students’ 
minds are actively engaged 

 

• No matter how well-planned, interesting, 
stimulating, colourful, or relevant the lesson, 
i f the teacher does a l l the 
interacting with the material, the 
teacher’s – not the student’s – brain 
will grow new connections 



Successful Engagement is based on these 
“Big Three” essential rules: 

1. Respect – You show respect 
to students, they give it to you. 
You cannot demand respect; 
only earn it.   

2. Relationship – Show that you care about them, 
first, before they’ll care about you.    

3. Hope and Growth Mindset – You must never, 
ever, give up on them; they’ll sense it and give up on 
you, too.     





The #1 BIG IDEA: 
 

STATES  
are the key to Engagement!  







Student States 
•  Students go in and out of countless states 

everyday, just as we do 
 

•  Learning is not all in our heads – it’s a mind-
body experience too. How YOU feel 
and how THEY feel is important  

 

•  You need to read and catch undesirable 
student states before they get worse – e.g. if 
confusion is not resolved, frustration is likely 
to follow. If you ignore it, a bigger problem is 
sure to follow.  



Fear 
Anxiety 
Boredom 
Apathy 
Frustration 
Confusion  

Most Common Student States 



Anticipation 
Self-convincer 
Excitement 
Curiosity 
Celebration 
Enlightenment  

Most Desirable Student States 

When we ignore the emotional components 
of any subject we teach, we deprive 
students of meaningfulness. Emotions drive 
attention, meaning and memory.  









How we do manage states then? 
1. Activities: lead a stretching session or an energizing 
game; shift from individual work to group work; or do 
something novel 
 

2. Environment: create an energy shift with music, 
lighting, seating, or even humour 
 

3. Multimedia sources: Incorporate a video, 
computer programme or use of pictures 
 

4. Focusing: facilitate breathing exercises (inhale and 
exhale slowly through the nose); incorporate 
visualisation and imagery  
 

Note: sometimes a student’s state may be reflective of a 
deep-seated problem that may require additional help from 
a school counsellor or psychologist  



•  You create the relationship. 
 

•  You establish the learning climate. 
 

•  You acknowledge and reward behaviour. 
 

•  You entice with novelty. 
 

•  You use engaging strategies 



Optimal State for learning 
•  The best state for learning: 

- Challenging with material that is not too easy, 
not too hard 

-  Low-to-moderate stress (this does not mean no 
stress – but not threatening!) 

- Curiosity and anticipation  
- Confusion (can be a motivator if it’s brief and 

doesn’t continue) 
 

•  Make it exciting – use teams, simulations, 
technology, while maintaining appropriate levels 
of guidance and control  



•  Engaging learners is to teach in such a way 
that encourages students to reach the flow 
state 
•  It’s like playing tennis – what will make you 

play better tennis, and what will make you 
lose interest quite quickly? 





The #2 BIG IDEA: 
 

MEMORY  
is key to learning!  





How memories are 
formed…  

Connections between neutrons are 
strengthened by repetition, rest and 
emotions à lasting memories are formed 





The Cocktail Party Effect 

The	  mind	  can	  pay	  conscious	  a0en1on	  	  
to	  only	  one	  train	  of	  thought	  at	  a	  1me	  

	   What are the classroom implications of the 
cocktail party effect?  
 

Think silently on your own first, then share with 
a partner.  



The #3 BIG IDEA: 
 

Good classroom activities take advantage of the 

social nature of 
learning 



Encouraging class 
participation 

Why do we need to encourage 
participation? 



Benefits of Class Participation 

⌘ engaged learners 
 

⌘ check for understanding 
 

⌘ create a collaborative learning   
     environment 
 

⌘ promote changes in states 
 
 There is always a disengaged learner 
in class  



Examples of small state changes  



sheets, 





Some other strategies to 
encourage participation 

⌘ 8 Raised Hands 
 
⌘ Over the shoulders 
 
⌘ Class consultant 
 
⌘ Answer or Echo 
 
⌘ Teaching students to say “I don’t know   
    yet”  



Some other strategies to 
encourage participation 

⌘ “What I do know…” 
 
⌘ Advance notice 
 
⌘ Omission training 









The amygdala is the brain’s emotion centre where 
emotional processing occurs 









Boosting student participation and responses 



Vary Social Structures for State 
Changes 
•  Individual 
• Partner 
•  Team (ad-hoc; semi-permanent) 
• Whole class 




