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This presentation will examine the evolution of the 
teacher-learner dynamic in the pandemic era, 
specifically exploring the changing nature of learner 
needs and the shift toward transformational 
engagement offered by instructors. The concept of 
competent responsiveness will be unpacked through 
the framework of interpersonal neurobiology and 
traumatology, with practical, innovative activities at the 
classroom and individual learner level being surveyed.



Reflection Point

How would you teach differently over the next 5 years if your personal 
performance and building/district/institution performance were no longer 
directly tied to standardized testing outcomes?



Reality Check
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Math and reading scores have dropped in a 
statistically significant way.

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2022/03/03/the-pand
emic-has-had-devastating-impacts-on-learning-what-will-it-take-to-help-students
-catch-up/
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Learning Loss



“New research suggests students still haven’t 
regained the academic ground they’ve lost in the 
disruptions of the ongoing pandemic, and many 
high school students will continue to struggle after 
graduation.”
 ACT scores among HS juniors fell below the 50th 
percentile.

https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/the-covid-academic-slide-could-be-w
orse-than-expected/2022/02
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Learning Loss
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Emotional disruption

“Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 15 to 
20% of students could be expected to be identified as 
needing support through screening (Dowdy et al., 
2015); this percentage will almost certainly be higher 
given the potential emotional fallout of the pandemic.”

https://www.apa.org/topics/covid-19/student-mental-health



Emotional Disruption

“The fact is: Children can’t process and retain new 
information if their brains are overwhelmed with anxiety.”

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/teaching-social-emotional-skills-amid-covid-1
9/2020/09

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/teaching-social-emotional-skills-amid-covid-19/2020/09
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/teaching-social-emotional-skills-amid-covid-19/2020/09


Reflection Point

How did the stress in the early days of the pandemic impact your cognitive 
functioning?

How have you felt the emotional weight of anxiety throughout the 
pandemic?

In what ways was your family system functioning impacted by the response 
to the pandemic?



Claim:
Shutting the schools down in the 
pandemic, while necessary from an 
epidemiological perspective, was 
fundamentally traumatizing to the 
psychosocial growth and 
development of nearly every 
individual under the age of 23.



Post-Traumatic Stress

“If you’re experiencing post-traumatic stress, your heart may race, hands 
shake, you may sweat or feel afraid and nervous. After the stressful event, 
you might avoid or be leery of engaging in that activity again, you may have a 
bad dream about the event you just experienced, or you may feel nervous in 
a situation that reminds you of the unpleasant event.”

https://www.brainline.org/article/what-are-differences-between-pts-and-ptsd



Post-Traumatic Stress 
The learning loss reported in the Brookings study indicates that the academic losses for 
students, in general, was greater than measured in students who were directly impacted 
by Hurricane Katrina.  

As such, post-traumatic stress is a necessary framework for us to use in order to 
understand student functioning in the aftermath of the pandemic and how to engage 
them in a way the re-orients them to the learning process. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2022/03/03/the-pandemic-has-had-devastating-i
mpacts-on-learning-what-will-it-take-to-help-students-catch-up/
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Adverse Childhood Experiences



Traumatic Stress and the Developing Brain

“Trauma is an emotional or physical response to one or more harmful or life-threatening 
events or circumstances with lasting adverse effects on your mental and physical 
well-being …As a result of these prolonged stress responses, research — including a 
2019 study — shows that childhood trauma literally changes the structure of the brain in 
two main areas:

• hippocampus: learning, memory, spatial relationships

• prefrontal cortex: attention, emotional regulation, problem-solving”.

https://psychcentral.com/ptsd/complex-ptsd-trauma-learning-and-behavior-in-the-classroom#trauma-and-th
e-brain

• `1

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2451902219300679
https://psychcentral.com/ptsd/the-science-behind-ptsd-symptoms-how-trauma-changes-the-brain


Impact of Traumatic Stress

COGNITIVE

• difficulty concentrating in class

• being easily distracted

• test anxiety

• trouble adapting to changes

• reduced memory capacity

BEHAVIORAL
• angry outbursts

• avoiding peers and teachers

• conflict with peers

• hypervigilance

• lowered grades

• trouble with eye contact

EMOTIONAL
• intrusive thoughts

• a lack of motivation

• low self-esteem

• social anxiety, which might look like 
not communicating with their peers 
or teachers

• difficulty with emotional regulation

https://psychcentral.com/ptsd/complex-ptsd-trauma-learning-and-behavior-in-the-classroom#trauma-and-the-brain

https://psychcentral.com/anxiety/overcoming-test-anxiety
https://psychcentral.com/health/hypervigilance
https://psychcentral.com/anxiety/social-anxiety-disorder-symptoms
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165032717303154


We provide students free and reduced breakfast and 
lunch because we know that their physical state impacts 
their capacity to learn. 

Why have we not done the same with providing the 
necessary resources for their emotional well-being, since 
we know that emotional state impacts capacity to learn?



Reflection Point

Think about a student you have worked with who experienced adverse 
childhood experiences or trauma.

How did their learning engagement change?

How did their socioemotional functioning change?

What happens when the entire classroom, the entire schooling system, in 
fact, carries these same impacts?



Transformational 
Engagement



Interpersonal Neurobiology

“Interpersonal Neurobiology (IPNB) is primarily a theory and practical 
working model which describes human development and functioning as 
being a product of the relationship between the body, mind and 
relationships. Another term for it is relational neuroscience. IPNB describes 
how the brain and mind are shaped, or developed, and how they function 
based on the interplay of genes in the context of relationships. IPNB is 
heavily rooted in attachment theory.”

https://www.icc.institute/iccm/what-is-interpersonal-neurobiology-ipnb/



From an IPNB perspective, every teacher is a 
surrogate attachment figure that plays a direct role 
in the development or functioning of their 
students’ brains, minds and bodies. 

The quality of your emotional grounding and 
interpersonal connection to students has a direct 
impact on how their social and emotional 
neurobiology develops.



Right-brain to right-brain 
attunement fosters 
emotional regulation
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Reflection Point

Think about a student whose life you know you 
impacted in a positive and significant way.

What aspects of your relationship with the 
student come to mind?

How did you grow as an educator as a result of 
that experience with the student?



Transformational

Engagement 



Transformational

 ≠

Transactional 



“…information is the smallest 
part of education, and by far 
the least important part. 
Most importantly, 
information on its own is not 
transformational.”

Dr.  Andrea Kathryn Talentino

President, Augustana College



Definition Transformation engagement is a process of drawing on intersubjective relational 
interactions to help facilitate the transmission of information and the shared 
discovery of knowledge that emerge as an outgrowth of dyadic regulation. In 
short, the provision of necessary safety cues and explicit emotional regulation 
activity in the teacher-learner dyad cultivates a receptivity to and maximizes 
participation in the learning process.



Transformational engagement requires competent responsiveness, or using 
the necessary tools to metabolize our lived experiences and 
down-regulate emotional distress that interferes with our helping students 
metabolize their lived experiences and down-regulate emotional distress 
that may interfere with their participation in the learning process. 

It is driven by a combination of attunement to the internal cues you 
perceive within your mind and body and the external cues within in the 
classroom environment. 
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Bottom-up processing: bodily engagement (eg 
movement, stretching, fidgets), regulation provides 
reflection, best for PK-7th

Top-down processing: cognitive experiences (eg 
journaling, mindfulness, conversations), reflection 
provides regulation, best for 8th-college



Sample Footer Text

Zones of 
Emotion

https://positive.b-cdn.net/wp-conten
t/uploads/emotion-regulation-zone.p
ng



Emotion
Wheel

https://i0.wp.com/www.glenntrigg.net/w
p-content/uploads/2019/02/emotion_wh
eel2_colour.png?ssl=1



Periodic Table of Emotions

https://emotionsblog.history.qmul.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/20
19/07/Sagacity-Print-Copy.jpg



Physical 
Grounding 
Stations 
(sensory 
stimulation)



Bodily 
Engagement
(eg movement, 
stretching)



Bioaffective 
Awareness 
Exercise



Expressive
Writing
(eg prompts, 
poetry)


