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“Katie Pagnotta offers a powerful and practical new model for regulation and resilience in our work.”

Dr. Chris Willard, Harvard Medical School Faculty, author, psychologist and consultant

“Empowered by the Human Design: Utilizing the Brain- and Body-Aligned Responsive Systems (BBARS) of Excellence Framework to Foster Student and Educator Success should be a required reading for all educators. Katie Pagnotta presents a comprehensive framework for helping children be the best they can become and offers many empirically-based interventions for teachers. A gift to the field!"

Dr. Steve Baron, Psy. D, author of Teaching with a Strength-Based Approach: How To Motivate Students and Build Relationships

“Thoroughly researched and well written, Empowered by the Human Design will help any educator ready to nurture the “thinking brain” inside each student. With clear explanations and examples throughout, Pagnotta shares thoughtful solutions to everyday issues. Plus, the Tactical Tips and Tools, frequent graphics, and student stories will support readers’ ability to bring the learning into the classroom. Five stars!”

Jessica Sinarski, BraveBrains founder and author of Your Amazing Brain

“Early on in this highly informative book the author points out that student misbehavior is a message, a call for help. She then masterfully decodes the mystery of misbehavior in a thoroughly illuminating manner, using cutting-edge science and years of experience guiding students with challenging behaviors. The book continues with a plethora of valuable insights that help teachers and others develop interventions that help students, as well as teachers, tap their inner strengths to mitigate problem behavior and experience enhanced functioning. This remarkable book should be required reading for all teachers and support personnel. It's a game-changer!”

Charles Appelstein, MSW, Training Specialist and Author of No Such Thing as a Bad Kid –Understanding and Responding to Kids with Emotional & Behavioral Challenges Using a Positive, Strength-Based Approach

“In Empowered by the Human Design, Katie Pagnotta highlights the importance and power of a teacher’s work and provides comprehensible examples and real-life analogies to help the reader make sense of the information and understand its impact. This book provides educators with clear, coherent insight with practical strategies, tips, and tools to support all students’ functional success.”

Lucy Canotas, Director of Elementary Education, Timberlane Regional School District; NHASCD President

“Empowered by the Human Design is not just a book; it's a call to action, an invitation to revolutionize education. Join the movement towards a compassionate and effective approach to teaching and learning. Katie Pagnotta skillfully combines research-backed methodologies, best practices, and guidance from experts in the field of education and neuroscience to scaffold a learning climate based on understanding the human experience in education. Your journey towards unlocking students’ potential begins here.”

Leah Kuypers, MA, Ed., OTR/L, Founder and Creator of The Zones of Regulation, Inc.









This book is dedicated to my greatest teachers, my children, Jack and Maya, and my wise guide, my husband, Justin. Your love and support grounds me, coregulates me, inspires me, and fills me with tears of joy.

This book is written for, and in gratitude to, all teachers everywhere who ground their moves in the best interest of the students beside them.

Thank you to all of my teachers, both small and grown.










Disclaimer: The information contained in this book is for informational purposes only and is not to be used for the purposes of diagnosing or treating mental or physical health conditions. The author and the publisher cannot be held responsible for anything that might arise from the use of this book. Consult your health care provider for any concerns you may have.

All stories and names used within the book are fictitious and are a composite of real situations within educational settings.
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CHAPTER 1:

THE BRAIN- AND BODY-ALIGNED RESPONSIVE SYSTEMS (BBARS) OF EXCELLENCE FRAMEWORK APPROACH


Intelligence plus character, that is the goal of true education.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

You were up late last night grading papers or lesson planning and as soon as you arrive at work you are swept into a meeting with colleagues to discuss the challenges of the neediest students’ behavior, again. You feel like you are circling the drain without being able to effectively support these students. The bell rings and students begin filling your classroom. Some have high energy and are chatty, others still look half asleep, and most don’t return your greeting of “Good morning.” As you work to get everyone settled and begin class, you are already feeling underwater. By the time the hour has passed, you have put out multiple student fires, only got through half the academic material you were hoping to, and are feeling defeated. You care deeply about these students, their learning and their well-being. You love teaching. But it just feels like each year it keeps getting harder. Sound familiar? This is the experience, to some degree or other, of many teachers, PreK through 12th grade. You are not alone.

As a school counselor in PreK–12 settings, I saw firsthand how motivated the teachers I worked with were. Their passions burned strong. Yet their fuel tanks were perpetually nearing empty. And while many students thrived, there were many others for whom teachers struggled to meet their needs, despite continued efforts. I knew the latest research held many answers for these motivated teachers, yet in this age of information overload, those answers remained out of reach, tucked away in research journals and hidden in professional development trainings that would take years to move through. Teachers don’t have the time to sift through what is a passing fad versus what is grounded in evidence and best practice. I became an educational consultant to do the sifting for you. This book was born out of the recognition that teachers are often working beyond their capacity and that the fields of education, psychology, and neuroscience have research and evidence-based best practice approaches to support the needs of teachers and students. Each is reaching toward the other over a large chasm of time, energy, and accessibility. The Brain- and Body-Aligned Responsive Systems (BBARS) of Excellence PreK–12 framework outlined in the pages of this book creates a bridge over that expanse.
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My hope is that you sit back, enjoy a cup of coffee or tea, and make lots of highlights and notes as you move through the pages. I encourage you to learn the framework as a whole and then go back and pick one area of competency at a time to strengthen. Trying to improve in all areas at once may likely be unsustainable. Instead, give yourself grace. Be kind to yourself. Be patient with your growth.

Within these pages I expect there may be times where you experience “aha” moments, times where you find validation of your current approaches, and also times where you question what is written because it goes against long held beliefs and/or practices. I also expect there may be times where you can see the theoretical importance but have trouble knowing how to implement the ideas. This is the process of being human, of stretching ourselves in order to grow. In an effort to model the vulnerability that is supportive of the growth necessary to continue our professional learning journey, I will share that throughout my writing of this book and interviewing the many experts that contributed to it, I grew in ways I didn’t anticipate. I learned. I questioned. I was challenged. This process felt uncomfortable at times; I felt lost and needed time to find clarity. Other times it felt empowering; I wanted to try out the new ideas immediately. I wrote this book as a fellow member of the Human Club and am wiser because of it. My biggest wish for you, as you read, is that you will be curious about your human experience in relation to the information. See what comes up. Be open to being a student. We often fail to understand that in order for us to be effective educators, we need to, with equal measure, be students ourselves who sit beside the young students in our classrooms. Yes, we, as adults, are charged with being the authority in the room. But we can’t meet our students where they are if we don’t take the time to learn where they are. We can’t create safe classrooms if we don’t become aware of our students’ needs. We can’t be inclusive if we don’t know our students’ identities and differences. We ask our students to be brave and be vulnerable enough to take risks in the classroom every day. We must have the courage to do the same.

When I go into interactions with the excited thought of “What will I get to learn from this?,” these learnings take the form of gifts to me, even when they feel challenging. Mindset matters. Before you dive in, in addition to embracing a learner’s mindset, I encourage you to work to embody a beginner’s mindset, a growth mindset, a resilient mindset, and a diversity mindset. A beginner’s mindset allows us to embrace the understanding that whenever we are new at something, there is a lot to learn, and that this learning journey is often not linear. A growth mindset is when we believe that we can improve with effort and practice, that our skills are not fixed or finite. A resilient mindset welcomes challenges as opportunities to learn, grow, and become more capable. A diversity mindset understands that diversity enriches us, widens our scope of learning and understanding of the world, and leads to fostering inclusion and equity practices and the promotion of belonging and engagement in classrooms. Embracing these mindsets will allow you to read the information contained in these pages with an open mind, try out strategies with an understanding that change and growth take time, and respond to yourself with kindness and compassion as you reflect on previous challenges and move through current ones.

In writing this book, I had to acknowledge my own shortcomings, my lack of knowledge in key areas. I summoned the courage to ask hard questions and to sit in the discomfort of not knowing. There were many times when I questioned the enormity of this undertaking. Along with my supportive team, what kept me coming back was remembering that there is a generation of students sitting in classrooms now who are going to grow up and be in charge of our world and that there are teachers in classrooms now who are questioning their effectiveness. Fueled by my desire to support students and teachers, I worked through my own growth pains and continued to “walk the walk” of the learning journey. And I am so glad I did! I’m excited for you to embark on the BBARS of Excellence pathway to reenvisioned success: academic and functional. What is reenvisioned success? It is progress-focused rather than achievement-focused and it encompasses functional success rather than simply the outcome of an academic goal. Functional success is being able to demonstrate the skills necessary to engage with academic learning within the context it is being provided, which includes social, emotional, behavioral, and wellness skills. Historically, these critical, functional skills were called “soft skills.” While many have moved away from calling them “soft,” it’s important to debunk the notion that they are easy or unimportant. When I spoke with Dr. Teri Lawler, she shared: “These are not soft skills. This is real work. This is hard work. And it’s so worth it. There’s such a return on investment when we look at the demand from the workforce and the labor market for kids to be able to work in teams and develop their social competence.”

Each chapter of this book is formatted to provide the theory of each BBARS of Excellence concept and approach to ground you in the “why,” along with practical application strategies to elucidate the “how.” Since I am only one person with knowledge that is limited by my experiences, the chapters are also filled with wisdom from interviews with 18 experts from the fields of education, psychology, and neuroscience. You will hear from teachers, administrators, professors, consultants, researchers, innovators, and mental health therapists from diverse backgrounds. You will find that the concepts and approaches are in alignment with, and are complimentary to, the work you may already be doing in the areas of Universal Design for Learning, project-based learning, restorative justice, Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), and other strengths-based models. This book was written for you, as one teacher, to empower yourself with effective approaches that you can read about today and implement tomorrow. And yet, the more adults work together to utilize these approaches, the more powerful they become. When whole schools and districts embrace the BBARS of Excellence framework, momentum and collaboration smooth the pathway for exponential student success. Whether you are reading this as one teacher, as a team of teachers, with your whole school, or with your entire district, I invite you to first focus your efforts on what is within your control in your role. And then, if your circumstances allow, be an advocate for change within the bigger systems in which you work.

Brain- and Body-Aligned Responsive Systems (BBARS) of Excellence is a framework that takes historically fragmented initiatives and combines them into one approach that supports the wellness, resilience, and success of the whole child as well as the adults who support that child. Leveraging the power of the human design, educators learn mindsets, approaches, and skills that support the functional and academic success of students. BBARS of Excellence is a best practice framework that moves educators away from behavior management and toward skill building and connection that not only sets students up for success but also fosters the educators’ passion for teaching.

Let’s begin by unpacking the name of the framework:


	Brain- and Body-Aligned: This framework is based upon educational neuroscience, which is the practice of taking what we know from the latest developments in neuroscience and making that information available to people like you and me who are not neuroscientists. We will explore this field in more detail in Chapter 3, but for now it’s important to know that neuroscience has gifted us with understanding how the human brain and body respond differently to stress than to ease. And how when our stress reactions within our brains and bodies are activated, we are less able to learn or even function well within a school setting. When we understand this, we can leverage it to support our students in ways that we can control to limit their experiences of stress in school. Despite all our best efforts, however, we can’t eliminate stress for our students (and we will discuss why elimination of all stress is actually unhealthy), but in understanding the human design, we can learn how to effectively support our students through their stress reactions. So, brain- and body-aligned means that the approaches and strategies within this framework are in alignment with how our human brains and bodies work. The BBARS of Excellence framework works with the human design instead of fighting against it, the way many of our historic approaches to working with students have done. Working with the human design helps both educators and students flourish.


	Responsive: Being responsive means being action-oriented and dynamic in nature. Responsiveness is intentional, mindful action based upon a situation that requires a need to be met. This is the opposite of reactive. Being reactive means having an automatic sensation, emotion, thought, feeling, or behavior that results from an activator, or a cause. When I am stressed, I automatically react with tense muscles, negative or anxious thinking, and, ultimately, controlling behavior. Due to much introspective work, I have learned that when I experience those muscle sensations and anxious thoughts, they are clues that I need to pause before I react with controlling behavior. In that pause, I regulate. I take some deep belly breaths with a long exhale. I get perspective. Then I respond with an intentional behavior that best serves the situation. That is my goal anyway. And because I am human, I mess up this responsive process frequently. And then I have the opportunity to make repairs, if necessary, to model a growth mindset and learn from my mistakes. Due to my intentionality, I have set a new path, creating new habits of responsive behaviors when stress reactions arise within me. And that is what the BBARS of Excellence framework teaches educators to do. Development of this skill is a core component to the framework. With this skill in focus, both internal stressors such as negative thinking and external stressors such as student behavioral challenges are met with mindful, responsive support that meets the needs of the student from their physiological roots.


	Systems: Through systems, humans integrate fragmented ideas and functions. From the way the human brain and body are designed to the way our society functions, systems create structure. Due to the complexity of school systems, ideas, strategies, and approaches for growth are often presented in fragmented ways that fail to find a place within the system. Having talked with teachers across generations, I have heard often about the frequency with which initiatives are brought forth, worked on, and then dropped a year or two later. Is there growth when this happens? Yes, maybe a little. Does this pattern typically breed resentment and opposition that outweighs that growth? Often. What is needed is a systemic approach to supporting the professional development of educators and the growth of schools as whole systems. The BBARS of Excellence framework does just that. Proven, effective research and evidence is integrated into the framework to be introduced with intention in incremental ways. Educators and schools inevitably have varying degrees of strength in each of the five areas of competence within the framework. One educator may begin with improving upon how they build relationships with students while another educator focuses first on how to integrate collaborative processes for responding to behavioral challenges. In this way, the framework is responsive to the needs of each individual educator, and each school. This individual autonomy within the framework increases engagement. Each of us can feel independently guided, knowing that whichever aspect of the framework we choose supports the rest of the framework in a systemic way. Because of the systemic nature of the framework, we can keep focused on our jobs without having to constantly reorient ourselves.


	Excellence: Within much of Western culture, particularly U.S. culture, there is a focus on excelling—to do the best and to be the best. Traditional, achievement-focused success is often equated with high test scores and grades in school, goals scored and competitions won in extracurricular endeavors, and promotions and salaries earned in jobs. Traditional success is often fraught with messages to push ourselves beyond our capacity, which often leads to a lack of balance, poor mental and physical wellness, and burnout. Excellence, in the traditional success framework, is achieved through competitiveness at all costs that can lead to the sacrificing of relationships and integrity. And due to inequitable systems, the fields of play in the traditional success framework are often not level or inclusive. The BBARS of Excellence framework supports a reenvisioned success, characterized by progress toward goals using a growth mindset. Individuals are encouraged to work within their capacity and regulate as needed. The environment of reenvisioned success includes all diverse individuals within the system, which leads to creative solutions. This experience fosters balance and is integrated with wellness and joy, which in turn, fosters a greater capacity to meet goals and achieve desired outcomes. I have frequently found that tuning into oneself and taking care of oneself, part of this reenvisioned success, is perceived as “failure to work hard,” but this couldn’t be farther from the truth. With the hard work on the path of reenvisioned success, we allow ourselves and our students a greater capacity to succeed. Reenvisioned success broadens the scope of success to include not only the academic but also social, emotional, behavioral, and wellness—functional—success.





HOW IS THE BBARS OF EXCELLENCE FRAMEWORK INTEGRATED WITHIN THIS BOOK?

In the first half of the book, I dive into the first four competencies of the BBARS of Excellence Framework: Developing the Builder, Pouring the Foundation, Framing the Structure, and Furnishing the Space. As new topics are introduced, I highlight which area of competency the information falls within. As a part of the Developing the Builder competency, introduced in detail in Chapter 7, I explore the importance of self-awareness as an educator and empower you to understand your own activators and the regulatory practices that best support you. You will learn how to create and maintain habits of wellness and healthy and effective mindsets. You will also learn how the intentional use of self can strengthen your ability and capacity to make connections with students and help you thrive as a professional. With the Pouring the Foundation competency, described in Chapters 2 and 3, you will learn the power of the authoritative plus educational neuroscience leadership approach and explore ways to enhance students’ 21st-century, workforce-ready skills of critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and problem solving. You will also learn best practice classroom management styles, unpack behavior through the lens of its physiological underpinnings, and become empowered by the human design rather than feeling trapped by it. The third competency, Framing the Structure, introduced in Chapter 4, guides you in proactively creating predictable experiences to increase your students’ felt-safety. This competency is all about what you can do before your students even enter the room. You will learn how to set yourself and your students up for success proactively. The fourth competency, Furnishing the Space, detailed in Chapters 5 and 6, guides you in how to use relationship and regulatory practices habitually and responsively to support students proactively, in the heat of the moment, and in the process-and-repair phase that follows challenges. Within this competency, I will also coach you in seeing how to use mistakes as opportunities to help students rewire neural pathways. The second half of the book (Chapters 8–11) explores the fifth and final competency, Living in the Space, integrating the often-fragmented subfields within education of social-emotional learning, mental health literacy, trauma-informed and trauma-responsive care, and equitable and inclusive classrooms. The book then closes (Chapter 12) with a spotlight on collaboration with students’ caregivers.

At the close of most chapters you will find a summary of the big idea, tactical tools to implement the concepts covered, mindful mantras to keep you hopeful through challenges, and systemic support ideas so you don’t have to go at this alone. You will also find Mariana’s story. Mariana is a composite character of many students with whom I have had the privilege of working. I created Mariana’s story for you to see the impact of these strategies and approaches from the perspective of a student over time.

The BBARS of Excellence framework does not prescribe a specific curriculum or programming. However, I encourage school leadership to incorporate programming that aligns with the BBARS of Excellence framework in its delivery options. For example, if schools utilize scripted programming persistently throughout the day, without an individual teacher being able to use their own discretion, their teachers’ senses of autonomy and creativity will likely be squashed, leading to an increased likelihood of burnout. In such scripted-programming situations, teachers’ ability to effectively meet student needs are diminished. Balancing scripted programming with opportunities for teachers to integrate their own authenticity has a greater potential to be BBARS of Excellence aligned.

Before exploring the framework further, it’s important to make clear six key lenses through which the BBARS of Excellence was established:


	The role of education is to teach academic and functional skills.


	These functional skills need to be taught by everyone.


	Moments of opportunity (MOOs) provide skill-building opportunities in practical ways that feel doable.


	Behavior is information.


	Using a strengths-based approach jump-starts learning.


	Resilience provides a strong foundation for navigating inevitable challenges.






THE ROLE OF EDUCATION

Once upon a time, a teacher’s job was simple: to dispense information. Student noncompliance was met with rigid, punitive punishment. We celebrated high honors and perfect attendance while turning a blind eye to what happened beneath the iceberg of those successes. Some look back on those years with longing. In talking about the evolving role of education with Mike Anderson, he shared: “Forty or fifty years ago, it would have been totally appropriate for school to be based in compliance, because that’s the kind of work that most people were doing in the workplace. You showed up, you had a job, you had a boss, the boss would tell you what to do, you would do it. That was the work of the Industrial Age.” However, the skills necessary for the jobs of today and tomorrow are more complex than the “skill” of compliance.

We know that when we have students in our classes who have challenges with attention, anxiety, organization, motivation, relationships, and so forth, their availability to learn what we are offering is limited. Yet, to date, teacher preparation programs have mainly focused on how to deliver academic content, only occasionally dabbling in how to support the functional needs of students, which leaves teachers with a toolbox of outdated compliance methods. Education needs to move beyond academic content and encompass skills to function in the classroom as well. When we intentionally foster functional skills, academic learning increases. However, when teachers feel pressure to meet state and federal standards and district-level expectations, teaching functional skills often takes a back seat. I argue that it is these functional skills that fuel our students’ success. We can create a balanced approach in support of functional success by fostering regulation, connection, and felt-safety that increase our students’ capacity to learn, with less stress in the process. Additionally, these functional skills that we support and foster are the ones that will continue to propel our students as they launch into ever-evolving fields of employment. When I spoke with Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg, he agreed with this approach:

We have to think about raising the 35-year-old. When we do, we begin looking at real characteristics that frame success. A concrete way of thinking about this is to start imagining how they’re going to get their second job. This generation of youth stays at their first job a year to a year and a half. Their second potential boss never says, “What were her SAT scores?” or “Did she make captain of the lacrosse team?” The second boss asks the first boss, “Did she grow? Does she learn? How does she get along with other people? How does she respond to feedback? Is she creative? Is she compassionate? Is she a good team player?” These are the questions that are asked. I have nothing against grades. I have nothing against high standards. But if they are not in sync with the skills that a human being needs to succeed in the world, then we’re undercutting long-term success because our focus is misplaced.

In order to achieve these goals, we must also expect respect. In a 1948 speech at Morehouse College, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. gave us an important warning to heed: “The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. But education which stops with efficiency may prove the greatest menace to society. The most dangerous criminal may be the man gifted with reason but no morals. … We must remember that intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education.” A similar sentiment was held by Aristotle, who said, “Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all.” The BBARS of Excellence framework encourages an equally balanced respect for ourselves and others. When I was in graduate school, a professor of mine, Dr. David Hebert, discussed the simultaneous yet seemingly contradictory needs humans seek: independence and community. We work to respect ourselves and work to be self-aware, self-compassionate, and responsive to our needs, and we seek belonging and integration within a community.
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Respecting ourselves means being able to assert ourselves when it is needed and let things go when they don’t deserve our time and energy. Respecting others means that we seek not to simply tolerate others but to accept them. We respect others not in spite of their differences but including their differences. We understand that each person’s individuality contributes to their ability to bring their unique gifts into the world. And everyone’s gifts are necessary. Just as mosquitoes are annoying and we want to squash them, many peoples’ idiosyncrasies are potentially annoying and move us to want to squash those parts of them. However, mosquitoes are necessary for pollinating many plant species. And others’ potentially annoying idiosyncrasies, if cultivated, could support the person in making significant contributions to society. You may have a student who is constantly shouting, tapping their pencil, or displaying any one of the many potentially annoying behaviors that humans can display. I’m not advocating to allow that student to disrupt your class. I am not suggesting you have to agree with or even fully understand everyone; that is not possible. I am advocating that you ask yourself how you can channel that student’s gifts or needs in ways that help them to balance respect for themselves and respect for others. With a diversity mindset, an approach where everyone has value and is worthy of understanding and acceptance, we establish a foundation of respect that leads to felt-safety in our classrooms.

If we make choices that prioritize ourselves more than others too often, this can lead to a decrease in empathy and an increase in egocentrism, a decrease in curiosity and an increase in criticism, a decrease in kindness and an increase in cruelty. If we make choices that prioritize others more than ourselves too often, this can lead to an increase in “giving in” and a decrease in standing up for ourselves, an increase in overvaluing what others think and a decrease in tuning in to what is important to ourselves, an increase in being a victim and a decrease in self-confidence. Balance is key.
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But balance is not to be perceived as a rigid concept: There is flow between and within this balance, and the scales are never at rest. My friend and colleague Laurie Carrera has a balance board in her therapy office. She helps clients to see how in order to remain balanced, both on the board and in life, we must constantly be shifting our weight and making micro adjustments. There will be times when we slide too far in one direction, but being able to readjust is key to balancing respect for ourselves and respect for others.

As we gain this awareness and insight into how to best support students, the role of the teacher subsequently evolves. The BBARS of Excellence framework takes what we know of the needs of students and of the best practice approaches to support those needs, and supports educators and schools in building skills in a realistic, clear, and organized manner. With the BBARS of Excellence framework, we can turn the tides of education toward high teacher retention rates, a balance of strong professionalism integrated with wellness, and reenvisioned success for students.



TEACHING FUNCTIONAL SKILLS IS EVERYONE’S JOB

One of the challenges of teaching functional skills in schools is determining whose “job” it is to teach these skills. Often teachers say, “I wasn’t taught how to teach these skills,” or “I’m not comfortable teaching these skills,” or “I don’t have time to teach these skills.” If you have ever said or thought some version of those statements, I get it. I understand. You weren’t taught. I will discuss this in more depth in Chapter 8. And it can start to feel like you are being asked to do something that is the job of a counselor. You are not a counselor and you should not be asked to do the job of a counselor. But teaching functional skills is the job of both the counselor and the educator. As a counselor I support skill-building work all the time. Some functional skills are specifically taught by counselors: for example, anxiety management skills. But either a counselor or an educator can teach organization skills. I will discuss the distinction between the role of the counselor and the role of the teacher in multiple places throughout this book.

If you thought to yourself, “I don’t have time to teach these skills,” I understand. Teachers are asked to do so many things. However, without teaching these skills, you may only be able to get through a fraction of what you were hoping to accomplish in many of the lesson plans you create. Here’s an analogy that may be helpful: If a pediatrician was the only one who taught her patients how to maintain health through eating, exercising, getting enough sleep, and basic first-aid, she might not have time to see her patients who needed more complex support (such as those with diabetes, asthma, etc.). Or she might prioritize patients with higher needs and not be able to teach her other patients about how to create basic healthy habits, and those other patients would then be more likely to need more complex medical intervention because they wouldn’t be meeting their basic health needs. The same is true in schools. If educators only teach academics and leave all the teaching of functional skills to counselors, counselors either won’t have time to see the students with more significant mental health challenges or they won’t have time to teach functional skills. Again, in this latter situation, without having taught students how to organize themselves, how to make friends, how to solve conflict, and so forth, more serious issues will arise. Thus, it’s critical that the school staff work as a team: Counselors support students with mental health challenges and chronic school struggles and teach functional skills to the general student population while working collaboratively with educators who teach functional skills through academic lessons. Teaching these skills through academic lessons creates highly effective learning opportunities. What do I mean by “through academic lessons”? If you expect your students to engage in a group project, in addition to pre-teaching academic content that they will utilize within that project, you also teach them how to solve conflict, how to utilize each group members’ strengths. I will discuss how to do this in Chapter 8.



MOMENTS OF OPPORTUNITY (MOOS)

Capitalizing on moments is how we make this work feel more manageable. These moments of opportunity, or MOOs, can be either planned or unplanned. When we plan a curriculum lesson and utilize learning materials that evoke empathy for the character involved in order to build empathy in the classroom, that is a planned MOO. When we notice that students are increasingly forgetting to do their homework and we plan to stop each lesson two minutes early and support them in (1) writing the homework down and (2) mentally rehearsing where and when they will complete the homework that night, that is a planned MOO that is building executive-functioning skills. On the other hand, when unexpected behaviors or conflicts occur, using those as opportunities to grow, learn, and strengthen skills are unplanned MOOs. As an educator, you are there in the moment to support students through planned and unplanned MOOs. These moments naturally integrate to bolster your students’ learning and your experience as a teacher. And they can strengthen your positive connections with your students.



BEHAVIOR IS INFORMATION

Some of the most challenging moments for educators are when students misbehave. Disruptive behavior is something that the field of education has historically seen as getting in the way of what is needed in the classroom, as a roadblock. At times, educators have tried to control disruptive behavior. And if controlling it didn’t work, educators have tried to coax it out of the way with rewards or punitive punishments.
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But what if instead, behavior is seen as valuable information that helps us to know how to best support the needs of a student? Then behavior becomes a message from a student that says, “I need help.” If we begrudge misbehavior and resist it, it becomes frustrating, infuriating even. We may to begin to tell stories of blame and shame about the student, their parents, the administration, or ourselves: “Maybe if her parents didn’t enable her, this wouldn’t be happening,” “The administration doesn’t do anything to support me with him,” “I’m a terrible teacher if I can’t get this kid to sit still after I’ve been teaching for 13 years!” With these stories, we spin our wheels in unproductive cycles and the disruptive behavior only gets stronger. However, when we see our students’ behaviors as their creative ways to meet their otherwise unmet needs, when we shift from wondering what is wrong with students to what is right with students and what experiences have they had/are they having that necessitate these behaviors, this allows us to shift from anger or annoyance to empathy and understanding. At the 2021 Learning and the Brain conference, Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg said, “We don’t condemn negative coping strategies, but we congratulate them on coming up with something that works and then work with them to shift it to something healthy.” This opens the door to listening to the message of the behavior and beginning to meet our students’ needs in ways that allow them to access their learning.

All five competencies within the BBARS of Excellence framework provide approaches, strategies, and guidance for how to help meet student needs and increase learning. Throughout this book, you will expand your understanding of why misbehavior happens. You will learn to how to support the root causes of challenging behaviors in your classroom. You will build your skills in the development of responsive plans to support more functional student behavior. And so much more! By gaining a better understanding of the human design and its needs, you will be better equipped to assess why problem behaviors happen and to develop effective plans to manage them. You will begin to look at problem behaviors such as students glued to their phones and wonder, “Do I need to create more explicit expectations?,” “Do I need to foster a stronger student–teacher relationship?,” “Are my students experiencing mental health challenges?” and then develop and implement a supportive BBARS of Excellence aligned intervention.



STRENGTHS-BASED APPROACH

Seeing misbehaviors as students’ creative ways of meeting their needs is part of a strengths-based approach. One powerful way to bolster the positive experience of students in your classroom is to heavily focus on students’ strengths. I have found that when we brainstorm ways to support students, we often lead with the most glaring challenges. However, leading with deficits can keep us stuck. Of course, we need to be intentional about looking at data and filling academic gaps. We can’t let disruptions continue to occur. However, keeping our students’ strengths at the forefront of that process not only supports our capacity as educators but provides us with guidance on how to create interventions to support students. When we shine a light on something, we focus on it. If we are always focused on the negative, we stay caught there and the positive is harder to find. What happens when we focus on our students’ strengths, to lead with what our students do well? It not only feels good, it leads to good. When we focus on strengths and create situations for our students to experience them, we are adding to our students’ capacity to maintain engagement in learning. Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett coined the term body budget1 to describe the way in which the body allocates resources to respond to our needs within our experiences. In her book, Brain-Body Parenting: How to Stop Managing Behavior and Start Raising Joyful, Resilient Kids, Dr. Mona Delahooke explained how this relates to behavior as information: “If we think of stress as our body’s natural adjustment to changes, we can appreciate behavioral challenges for what they tell us about how our child’s body is a depleted body budget driving the ‘bad’ behaviors, which aren’t actually bad but subconsciously protective.”2 What does this look like, practically? Think about a fourth-grade student who is empathetic, enjoys taking care of younger children, and likes being helpful. Now pair him with a first-grade student through a buddy program. His time with his buddy using his strengths is making a deposit in his body budget. When he finishes, he leaves feeling good. He now has more capacity to do flash cards with you to learn math facts that he was expected to learn last year but didn’t. Now consider, alternatively, asking this same student to do a half hour of long division, which is challenging and depleting for him, and then have him do flash cards with you. You are likely to have a student who doesn’t now have the capacity to do this work and he may tell you that through behaviors such as arguing, avoiding, or distracting. The more we embody a strengths-based approach, not just in mindset but also with interventions, the more we increase our students’ capacity to learn and thrive.



RESILIENCE

Resilience is our ability to move through challenges in ways that allow us to grow even stronger when we emerge on the other side. This happens when we are adequately supported. One of the common complaints I hear from teachers is that kids give up quickly, sometimes before they even try. The giving up often looks like not getting started at all or asking for help immediately. Teachers want to see that kids are working hard. And rightly so. We know that the more we practice something, the better we get at it. Angela Duckworth’s book Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance, expounds upon her research and explains that talent alone doesn’t guarantee success. Instead, the combination of being passionate about a topic and an ability to persevere through challenges to accomplish the goal, is more likely to lead to success. This research supports the needs of students to engage in work with choice and autonomy and how those two factors can work to increase engagement in learning. In the BBARS of Excellence framework, I teach growth mindset and how to persevere through challenges, increasing our students’ capacity for engagement. I will discuss these needs and how to support them further in Chapter 2. However, fostering grit and growth mindset doesn’t adequately support all students. When students experience trauma, mental health challenges, racism, and the like, suggesting they need to increase their grit can be like telling a person who can’t walk to run a marathon. Grit alone won’t get them to mile 26 no matter how much they want it. Instead, if we give them a wheelchair and offer to train with them, now they may be able to do it. If they are passionate about doing a marathon and are willing to put in the time, they will be even more likely to complete it. Likewise, if a student is experiencing depression and we (the appropriate stakeholders) give them an effective therapist, reduce the culture-driven shame around their experience, and engage them with emotionally safe activities they are passionate about, they will be more likely to be successful. This is fostering resilience.

I see grit as a singular strand of forward movement, whereas resilience is a web of support surrounding the individual. Resilience is earned strength; strength earned through challenges. Though they can feel downright awful, these challenges often prove to be the soil from which we grow. This brain growth is called neuroplasticity. Research shows that a mild to moderate degree of adversity is best for humans. We know that traumatic events can lead to major hardships, and we also know that bubble wrapping, bull dozing,3 and hovering over kids can in equal measure lead to hardships. Trauma impacts mental wellness and future outcomes. Removing obstacles for kids deprives them of necessary opportunities to develop critical skills and can likewise lead to poor mental health and negative future outcomes. We want to work to avoid both ends of that spectrum and find a middle ground. “A history of some lifetime experience with adversity predicts better outcomes than not only a history of high adversity but also a history of no adversity.”4 Mild to moderate adverse experiences, when appropriately supported, offer students the opportunity to flex their skill muscles, which makes them stronger and more resilient. When students have supportive adults and a safety net of a positive community with necessary resources, their resilience increases. And they are more likely to be able to, upon reflection, find the beauty within the challenges. Ruth Bader Ginsburg once said, “So often in life, things that you regard as an impediment turn out to be great good fortune.”

When we think about ways to increase resilience in students, we oftentimes don’t need to look any further than ourselves. Are there times where students need additional resources that can be supported through the school social worker and equitably accessing outside agencies? Yes. However, many times, simply creating and maintaining a positive student–teacher relationship can increase a student’s resilience. That’s powerful. I will discuss how to do this in Chapter 5.



WHY DO YOU SIGN YOUR CONTRACT EVERY YEAR?

If you’re still reading at this point, then you are most likely an educator who “buys in” to the importance of teaching academic and functional skills. And if you’re like most educators I talk to, you’re looking for tools to do those things better while managing your own well-being at the same time. You’re in the right place. The following pages provide the approaches and strategies of the BBARS of Excellence framework that can help you meet those goals. Before we go any further, it’s important to explicitly recognize that being an educator is a hard job. Many days, it’s a very hard job. And because of this, it’s important to ground yourself in the meaning and purpose of why you sign your contract each year. For some, it may be largely for the insurance benefits and the summers off. But for most, the pay isn’t as much as you deserve and the benefits are good but aren’t powerful enough to sustain you. So, why do you continue to put in such hard work each and every day? Asking yourself “why” can be a helpful grounding exercise that can make this challenging job more tenable. This was first introduced and made popular by Simon Simek in his 2009 TedTalk “How Great Leaders Inspire Action.”

Another version of our “why” is thinking about our “get tos.” The first time I truly understood the power of “get tos” was in college when I was working at a group home for children who had been removed from living with their parents. I was talking with the mom of one of the boys who lived at the residence. Her son was being suspended from school for getting in a physical altercation with another student. While conversing with her in anticipation of the school reentry meeting, I was worried that she might feel upset or even embarrassed to engage in this meeting, given the behavior of her son. Instead, she surprised me by saying, “I get to go to this meeting. For so many years I was too high or out of it to be there for him. I get to be there for him today.” Our “get tos” are the things we have the opportunity to do even if they are hard. This mom embodied their power in such a beautiful way. So, what do you get to do every day as an educator? I believe you get to positively impact students from their content learning all the way to their neural network and autonomic nervous system reactions. Seriously. You have that level of impact. You get to help them wire and rewire their brains. You will learn more about the power of your presence and actions throughout this book.

When I think about my “whys” and my “get tos,” Confucius’s famous quote comes to mind: “If you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life.”5 This feels so light. And this lightness is within your reach when you ground yourself in your “whys” and your “get tos,” when you maintain your own wellness through the Developing the Builder competencies, and you utilize the other four competencies of the BBARS of Excellence framework to empower students.

Let me tell you about my why. Ever since I can remember, I felt drawn toward and found purpose in helping others. I have an innate sense of empathy and a desire to support others through their challenges. How I have helped others has shifted over the years: from babysitting as an adolescent to service work as a college student to launching into my professional career as a teacher, school counselor, therapist, and consultant. In all of these positions, I have had the privilege of fueling my passions. And by fueling my passions, I get to help others fuel theirs.

When it came to working in the field of education, for me, in many ways, I feel as though it was destined. My mother worked in my elementary school as a Title 1 and then kindergarten teacher, my stepmother worked in my middle school as a special educator and then special education director, and my father worked in my high school as a physical education teacher, athletic director, and football and track and field coach. And as life would have it, I ended up extending my familial ties to education through marriage. My husband works as a high school counselor, my mother-in-law works as an ESL teacher with experience also as a school librarian, my sister-in-law works as a school-based speech-language pathologist, and my brother-in-law works as an assistant band director and director of percussion at a high school. That’s a lot of people who can talk shop at family gatherings if we permit it!

When I talk with my family members and my school colleagues and I ask why they love their jobs, it all boils down to one main thing: the kids. We love being able to connect with kids and to connect kids with learning in ways that are meaningful and engaging. Connection is key. As I watched my parents at their jobs, those connections they formed were what made them so effective. My mother, Lynn LaRoche, used her deeply caring nature and always took a genuine interest in her students—not only in their academic lives, but in their lives as whole people. She epitomized using MOOs to support learning and connection. It often feels like my father, Dave LaRoche, is the puppeteer of continuous connections. His web is wide of former students and players, and when one is in need in any way, he will coordinate with another to help meet the need, whatever it may be. He has helped launch the careers of many grateful people in this way. My stepmother, Cathy LaRoche, facilitated meaningful connections between students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers through the Special Olympics “Project Unify,” which partners both groups of students together to engage in athletics in a way that fosters understanding, kindness, and belonging.

I also have friends who are in education. Go figure! One of those, Rachel Hill, echoes the importance of connection, and her wisdom highlights core aspects of the BBARS of Excellence framework: “Talk to students. Ask them what’s going on in their lives. Learn about their likes and dislikes and what makes them happy (or unhappy). Discover what they are passionate about. Be a safe space for them to be themselves and all that comes with that. Building trust, building relationships, building connections.” This is my story of my “why.”

Anchored in my “why,” I “get to” be a positive, empathetic adult who serves as a coregulator. I get to model responsive regulation. I get to demonstrate how to be human, including expecting moments of mistakes and following them with repairs. I get to bear witness to the stories of others and provide a safe space for their inner wisdom to surface. I get to teach the BBARS of Excellence framework to help educators help themselves and their students. These get tos are powerful fuel that burns clean and strong.



CHALLENGES WILL PERSIST

Even when we employ all of the BBARS of Excellence framework strategies, we are imperfect humans working with imperfect humans and so challenges will always arise. It is my hope that you will learn to see these challenges through the lens of MOOs to foster student resilience. This aspect of working collaboratively with students through these challenges can actually help to sustain your passion. In fact, it is what my husband, Justin Pagnotta, finds most rewarding in his work with high school students. But what do we do when those challenges feel overwhelming and despite our efforts are unrelenting? In these situations, Michelle Cottrell-Williams suggests:

If we want different outputs, we have to change the thing that’s producing the outputs. Desmond Tutu talks about when you’re standing on the river and people keep floating down the river and you keep pulling people out of the river, you need to go upstream, and you need to find out what is throwing them in the river in the first place. So often, if a kid doesn’t pass a test, we just give them the same study guide again. Then they’ll pass the test, right? The outputs continue to be the same because we didn’t actually change anything.

My desire to help teachers change the input in order to produce a more effective and successful output is what fueled the development of the BBARS of Excellence framework and the writing of this book. I want educators and schools to have a resource that is grounded in science and developed through an integration of best practice approaches. Because we are working with humans and not robots, we can’t simply dispense information for students to retrieve, remember, and regurgitate. In working with humans, we must understand what humans need in order to learn. We do this by grounding ourselves in educational neuroscience.



MARIANA’S STORY

Before diving into educational neuroscience and the competencies of the BBARS of Excellence framework, let’s meet Mariana. Mariana is adopted. Her father died by suicide. Her mother is in and out of jail and she lost her parental rights. Her adoptive parents work hard to create a safe and secure home environment but despite their efforts they often fail to meet her emotional needs. Mariana is likable and friendly but is lacking in social skills and effective emotional and behavioral regulatory strategies. She is often activated by negative social interactions and she can quickly become dysregulated. As you read the next chapter, think about what approaches would best support Mariana.

___________________

1     Feldman Barrett, L. (2018). How emotions are made: The secret life of the brain. Harper Paperbacks.

2     Delahooke, M. (2022). Brain-body parenting: How to stop managing behavior and start raising joyful, resilient kids. Harper Wave. p. 22.

3     Bull dozing is the term for when adults attempt to remove all obstacles and challenges from children’s lives. Although it is grounded in an attempt to support children, it actually deprives them of necessary mild adversities that promote growth, develop life skills, and build resilience.

4     Seery, M. D. (2011). Resilience: A silver lining to experiencing adverse life events? Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(6), 390–394. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23213079

5     Sturt, D., & Nordstrom, T. (2015, March 13). Do what you love? Or, love what you do? https://www.
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