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g Facing the Elephant in the Room! 
 
Violence impacts learning 
When educators don’t pay attention to this 
truth, they may label the consequences of 
violence only as mental illness or learning 
disabilities, or, worse still, as lack of motivation 
or limited intellectual capacity. As a result, too 
many children and adults will fail in schools or 
other programs. They may believe they can’t 
learn, or can’t learn that subject, or in that 
setting. They may judge themselves harshly, 
thinking they should just try harder. Educators 
may judge or give up on them, which confirms 
their worst fears and judgments about 
themselves. 
 
There are simple ways to address 
these impacts 
When we pay attention to these impacts, and 
assume that there will be survivors of violence 
in every educational setting, formal and 
informal, we can make an enormous 
difference. We can make it OK to speak about 
this issue, and help everyone understand how 
the brain responds to trauma. We can support 
learning in many ways, including modelling and 
teaching mindfulness. We can remove barriers 
and avoid reproducing violence in our 
programs and institutions.  
 
When we support learning success 
we intervene in cycles of violence 
When students gain self-esteem through 
understanding what is getting in the way of 
their learning and find out they are not alone – 
then the ongoing cycles of violence both 
inward and outward can be interrupted. Too 
much violence is fuelled by a constant state of 
fight or flight, the push to numb pain in the 
aftermath of violence, or the desire to feel 
better about self by diminishing and controlling 
others.   
 

Jenny Horsman 2013 
Learn more at: learningandviolence.net and 

jennyhorsman.com 



For	
  more	
  information	
  check	
  out	
  learningandviolence.net	
  or	
  jennyhorsman.com	
  
	
  

Learning	
  and	
  Violence	
  A	
  B	
  Cs	
  
 

A Acknowledge	
  
Acknowledging	
  the	
  impact	
  of	
  violence	
  on	
  learning	
  helps	
  students	
  begin	
  to	
  move	
  from	
  feeling	
  
stupid	
  and	
  ashamed,	
  or	
  blocked	
  and	
  unable	
  to	
  learn	
  or	
  change.	
  When	
  we	
  teach	
  students	
  about	
  
how	
  their	
  brain	
  works	
  they	
  can	
  see	
  how	
  the	
  survival	
  mechanisms	
  for	
  violence	
  and	
  trauma	
  
that	
  were	
  vital	
  for	
  living	
  through	
  the	
  experience	
  can	
  also	
  get	
  in	
  the	
  way	
  of	
  the	
  learning	
  and	
  
change	
  they/we	
  want	
  to	
  take	
  on	
  now.	
  Once	
  educators	
  and	
  students	
  can	
  talk	
  about	
  this	
  
recognition	
  then	
  we	
  can	
  open	
  new	
  conversations:	
  create	
  more	
  clarity	
  about	
  the	
  stuck	
  places	
  
and	
  expand	
  the	
  possibilities	
  for	
  learning	
  and	
  change.	
  	
  
	
  
B Bring	
  your	
  whole	
  self	
  to	
  the	
  work	
  
Many	
  of	
  us	
  in	
  the	
  helping	
  professions	
  have	
  our	
  own	
  histories	
  with	
  violence	
  –	
  this	
  can	
  
strengthen	
  our	
  ability	
  to	
  do	
  this	
  work	
  as	
  long	
  as	
  we	
  pay	
  attention	
  to	
  ourselves	
  and	
  address	
  
our	
  needs.	
  Whether	
  we	
  have	
  more	
  or	
  less	
  experience	
  with	
  violence	
  if	
  we	
  are	
  to:	
  bring	
  our	
  
whole	
  creative	
  selves	
  to	
  the	
  work,	
  notice	
  when	
  we	
  are	
  triggered,	
  stay	
  curious	
  and	
  willing	
  to	
  
explore	
  new	
  options	
  with	
  each	
  student,	
  we	
  need	
  to	
  make	
  sure	
  we	
  have	
  the	
  supports	
  in	
  place	
  
to	
  ensure	
  our	
  self-­‐awareness,	
  self-­‐reflection	
  and	
  self-­‐care.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
C (Be)	
  Curious,	
  Connect	
  and	
  Create	
  Conditions	
  for	
  Learning	
  
Look	
  at	
  students’	
  actions	
  and	
  words	
  and	
  your	
  own	
  with	
  curiosity.	
  Help	
  those	
  you	
  work	
  with	
  to	
  
feel	
  safe	
  to	
  bring	
  their	
  whole	
  selves	
  free	
  of	
  the	
  fear	
  of	
  judgment.	
  Connect	
  and	
  wonder,	
  with	
  
them,	
  and	
  your	
  allies,	
  about	
  what	
  might	
  be	
  going	
  on.	
  Ask	
  gently	
  about	
  what	
  they/you	
  might	
  be	
  
feeling	
  and	
  thinking.	
  Don’t	
  make	
  assumptions	
  about	
  people	
  who	
  are	
  often	
  late,	
  often	
  sick,	
  
don’t	
  participate	
  or	
  follow	
  the	
  rules,	
  don’t	
  ask	
  for	
  help,	
  ask	
  for	
  help	
  all	
  the	
  time,	
  don’t	
  attend	
  or	
  
pay	
  attention	
  consistently,	
  and	
  so	
  on.	
  You	
  don’t	
  know	
  what	
  material	
  and	
  emotional	
  barriers	
  
may	
  be	
  in	
  their	
  lives,	
  in	
  the	
  school	
  set	
  up,	
  in	
  the	
  classroom	
  conditions,	
  in	
  your	
  approach.	
  You	
  
don’t	
  know	
  how	
  hard	
  they	
  are	
  working	
  behind	
  the	
  scenes	
  to	
  “show	
  up.”	
  Try	
  to	
  explore	
  all	
  
behaviours	
  with	
  curiosity	
  and	
  interest	
  and	
  to	
  create	
  the	
  connections	
  and	
  conditions	
  that	
  
support	
  students	
  to	
  come	
  down	
  from	
  emergency	
  reactions	
  and	
  be	
  present	
  to	
  learn	
  and	
  
change.	
  	
  
	
  
D Don’t	
  Diagnose	
  	
  
Rather	
  than	
  sliding	
  quickly	
  into	
  labels	
  of	
  mental	
  illness	
  or	
  learning	
  disability	
  assume	
  that	
  
experiencing	
  greater	
  and	
  lesser	
  degrees	
  of	
  violence	
  shape	
  how	
  they/we	
  engage	
  with	
  learning	
  
and	
  the	
  world.	
  Don’t	
  treat	
  anyone	
  as	
  “other”	
  a	
  “poor	
  soul.”	
  Look	
  for	
  our	
  common	
  humanity	
  
and	
  our	
  shared	
  strength	
  and	
  resilience.	
  	
  A	
  diagnosis	
  is	
  simply	
  one	
  way	
  of	
  characterizing	
  the	
  
impacts	
  of	
  violence	
  on	
  life	
  and	
  learning.	
  Use	
  diagnoses	
  only	
  as	
  they	
  increase	
  access	
  and	
  
possibility.	
  Focus	
  on	
  identifying	
  strengths	
  rather	
  than	
  characterizing	
  deficits.	
  Instead	
  of	
  
“symptoms”	
  think	
  of	
  patterns	
  of	
  behaviour	
  as	
  survival	
  strategies	
  and	
  notice	
  how	
  they	
  make	
  
sense.	
  Share	
  these	
  positive	
  observations	
  and	
  understandings	
  with	
  students.	
  Don’t	
  focus	
  on	
  
diagnosing	
  who	
  has	
  experienced	
  violence;	
  instead	
  teach	
  all	
  classes	
  assuming	
  survivors	
  will	
  
always	
  be	
  present	
  –	
  even	
  when	
  you	
  don’t	
  know	
  who	
  they	
  are.	
  







Finding	
  the	
  “Sweet	
  Spot”	
  for	
  Learning 
	
  

	
  
	
  	
  
 

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  

Chaos…..	
  
Too	
  noisy	
  in	
  my	
  head	
  to	
  learn	
  
Racing	
  thoughts,	
  impulsive,	
  defensive,	
  reactive,	
  angry	
  	
  
	
  
Overwhelmed,	
  overload,	
  panic,	
  hypervigilant	
  
Feeling	
  unsafe	
  
Acting	
  out	
  
	
  
Chronic	
  Hyperarousal	
  
	
  

In	
  the	
  flow…	
  
Relaxed	
  alertness	
  
The	
  “sweet	
  spot”	
  for	
  
learning	
  
	
  	
  
Can	
  think	
  and	
  feel	
  
Reactions	
  fit	
  the	
  present	
  
situation	
  
	
  
Optimal	
  arousal	
  zone	
  

Control….	
  	
  
Too	
  quiet	
  in	
  my	
  head	
  to	
  learn	
  
Nobody	
  home,	
  not	
  there,	
  silent	
  	
  
Still,	
  spacey,	
  dissociative,	
  daydreaming	
  
	
  
Numb,	
  passive,	
  no	
  feelings,	
  no	
  energy,	
  can’t	
  think,	
  
disconnected,	
  ashamed,	
  
	
  
Chronic	
  hypoarousal	
  

Horsman	
  &	
  Lash	
  2012	
  (From:	
  Caine	
  &	
  Caine,	
  2005;	
  Cozolino,	
  
2009;	
  Fisher,	
  2008;	
  Ogden,	
  Minton	
  &	
  Pain,	
  2006)	
  
	
  



Check	
  out:	
  	
  	
  jennyhorsman.com	
  and	
  learningandviolence.net	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Jenny	
  Horsman	
  2014	
  

The User’s Guide to the Brain 

 
1. Experience, including violence, trauma, and neglect, shapes our brain  
 
2. Even our parents’ and grandparents’ experience, and the conditions of their 

lives, can change our brain 
 
3. Lots of violence and trauma raises our “thermostat” so that we slide easily into 

fight, flight or freeze mode 
 
4. We can teach our brain to settle down - to get into the “sweet spot” where it can 

change again:  
 

a. If we name what is happening when we are anxious and reminded of past 
events 
 

b. If we tell new stories about ourselves – and our brilliant brain that is just 
trying to protect us and keep us safe 
 

c. If we learn to let go of the fear and calm ourselves – by moving our body and 
shaking, stamping it out, taking a break, making sounds, breathing deeply….  
 

d. If we learn to ground ourselves in the present moment – rub our own body, 
look at what we can hear, see, feel now  

 
e. If we listen to our body – and trust it to tell us what we need now…  

 
5. Remember you can learn – when you practice these things you change your own 

brain and get back into the flow!  
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  to	
  Learn	
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  book	
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  developing	
  brain	
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children	
  about	
  their	
  brain	
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  them	
  in	
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  to	
  what	
  the	
  child’s	
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  Helpful	
  for	
  us	
  all	
  to	
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  brain	
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  trauma.	
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Books,	
  2010.	
  
	
  
	
   Clear	
  introduction	
  to	
  what	
  Dan	
  Siegel	
  calls	
  “mindsight”	
  the	
  capacity	
  to	
  become	
  aware	
  of	
  

ourselves	
  and	
  our	
  own	
  brains,	
  introduced	
  in	
  a	
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  way.	
  Very	
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  to	
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  ability	
  to	
  learn.	
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  Look	
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Body	
  Work	
  	
  
Emerson,	
  David,	
  and	
  Elizabeth	
  Hopper.	
  Overcoming	
  Trauma	
  through	
  Yoga:	
  Reclaiming	
  Your	
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   A	
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  gentle	
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  to	
  learning.	
  

Images	
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  sizes	
  and	
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  yoga	
  bodies!	
  Aimed	
  at	
  the	
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  read.	
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  Books,	
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  what	
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  child	
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  been	
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  trauma	
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  a	
  CD	
  with	
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  children	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  help	
  them	
  focus	
  on	
  their	
  breath	
  and	
  

calm	
  themselves.	
  Contains	
  some	
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  meditation	
  and	
  relaxation	
  techniques	
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  for	
  
adults	
  too.	
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   A	
  beautiful	
  book	
  inviting	
  us	
  to	
  reflect	
  on	
  the	
  toll	
  working	
  for	
  change	
  can	
  take	
  on	
  us,	
  offering	
  

wisdom	
  about	
  how	
  to	
  take	
  care	
  of	
  ourselves	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  others.	
  	
  
	
  



Too Scared to Learn  
What can you do to support 

learning?   
 

 
 

learningandviolence.net 
 

In the aftermath or presence of violence, too many people believe they cannot learn. 
This innovative interactive site is a resource to support learning. Join us to: 
 

o Build an Understanding of the scope of the problem and of different forms of 
violence and their impact on learning;  

o Explore Possibilities to learn differently, help yourself and others learn, and 
take care of yourself;  

o Create Change by learning about new initiatives in every sector of education and 
finding others working on this issue;  

o Imagine a Future by dreaming with us about a world without violence and 
inequality.  

 
Become part of the community: 

 
• Explore learningandviolence.net - use it, tell students about it, link to it. 

Add your voice to it - in word, image, sound;   
• Check out jennyhorsman.com - set up presentations, workshops, courses, 

consultations; 
 

Contact Jenny Horsman 
jenny@learningandviolence.net or jenny@jennyhorsman.com 
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