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MindBrained Think Tank+ 
 

Our Favorites in Brain 
Science and How They 
Changed Our Teaching 
 

This month’s source (it helps if you listen to it first): 日本語の字幕 

  
Learn how we must “disenthrall” with Sir Ken 
Robinson’s TED Talk: Bring on the Learning Revolution  

 
Dr. Spencer Kagan on Brain-Friendly Teaching 
 

 

 

In this MONSTER issue: 

 

Whiskers on roses and raindrops on kittens: my favorite things. 

Marc Helgesen sent us this phrase. Maybe you 

recognize it from the movie, The Sound of 

Music. We almost made it the issue title until 

I (Curtis) noticed it had become twisted. Did 

you? Whether you did or not says something 

about your brain, something that we will be 

discussing in a future Think Tank. But before 

that, we’d like to talk about last year. It was 

our first year making this magazine and an 

amazing experience for all of us. It seemed 

that we found something new to do in every 

issue. We grew. And so did our readership, increasing more than fourfold. It 

seems the time is ripe to address the poor transfer of brain science to the classroom, 

a problem well noted in the literature, by offering suggestions from teachers who 

have adopted brain-based practices. 

Still, it is not easy taking a concept from neuroscience or psychology and figuring out 

how to use it in a language lesson, so we are extremely grateful to the contributors, 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/culon5nwoiugqew/TT%20%E6%97%A5%E6%9C%AC%E8%AA%9E%E3%81%AE%E5%AD%97%E5%B9%95%20doc.docx?dl=0
https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_bring_on_the_revolution%20n
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IUnopV4U4Gc
https://www.ted.com/talks/sir_ken_robinson_bring_on_the_revolution n
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almost all teachers themselves, who did so for us during the first year. They explored 

brain science topics like emotion, working memory, sleep, mindfulness, and deep 

assessment, and showed us ways the related research can make us better teachers. 

So, for our first anniversary issue, we decided to do something special. We invited all 

last year’s contributors to tell us about one idea from neuroscience or psychology 

that has changed the way they teach. The change can be connected to an activity they 

do, or even just a new attitude, as long as it has some impact on learners. Fifteen of 

them took up the challenge.  

Their contributions range from techniques to use in the classroom –some with 

photocopiables – to scientific discoveries that have shaped their thinking. In the 

PLUS this month, we offer stories about how a particular online class, one that you 

can take too, changed the lives of some of our contributors and prepared the ground 

for this magazine.  

 

We hope you enjoy, even savor, all the whiskery roses1 this month.  

 

 
 
Our New Site with All the Think Tank Issues: 
 
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications 

 
 

                                                           
1 Before you Google it (one of our staff did), read the quote under “About this issue” again…slowly! 

Cover photo from pxhere.com (photographer unknown) 
Other photos: Freeimages, Morguefle, Unsplash sites Subscribe Unsubscribe     

https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
mailto:BrainSIG+ThinkTankTeam@gmail.com?subject=Subscribe%20me%20with%20this%20mail%20address%20and%20the%20first%20and%20last%20name%20below
mailto:BrainSIG+ThinkTankTeam@gmail.com?subject=Unsubscribe%20this%20mail%20address%20
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Favorites 
  

  
 

Helping students pick up the L2 habit 
Michael Rector 

 

NeuroDiversity 
Caroline Handley 

 

Savoring and gratitude 
Marc Helgesen 

 

The social brain in the classroom: The one-
minute teacher technique 
Jorge Correa Rodriguez 

 

CLIL as the way to catch students’ attention 
Zofia Aktonorowicz-Sobótka 

 
Deep learning, health & CLIL 
Steve Jugovic 

 

TICK TOCK… TICK TOCK… 
David McLeish 

 

Designing materials to minimize cognitive 
load 
Julia Daley 

 

(Click on title to go to article) 



 4 

“Paired concept checking” to prevent 
cognitive overload in students 
Masda Yuka 

 

Teachers’ cognitive load: Just a little push 
on the detonator 
Stephen M. Ryan 

 

The importance of clarity and goals for 
learning 
Mirela Ramacciotti 

 

Performances of understanding 
Glenn Magee 

 

Grading, fast and slow 
Amanda Gillis-Furutaka 

 
Scaffolding feedback for longer term 
knowledge retention 
Skye Playsted 

 

My one favorite thing 
Curtis Kelly 

 

 
 

An online course we recommend 
because it changed our lives 
John Duplice, Robert Murphy, & Tom Gorham 

 
 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1074713895973941/?resurrect_cookie=1#_=_
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Michael Rector  

 

Helping Students Pick up the L2 Habit 

Like many EFL teachers I have been conflicted about whether or how to enforce L2-

only policies. I have successfully developed several techniques to help students use 

more English in class. Yet, many students persist in doing much of their social 

communication, task management, and communication repair in their L1, Japanese. 

I have often wondered if my students were lazy, defiant, or unaware they were 

speaking Japanese? After reading a book called The Power of Habit by Charles 

Duhigg, I began to wonder if my students just had a difficult, L1 habit. Is there a way 

we could help students pick up an L2 habit? 

Habits can be quite powerful. They arise when a behavioral 

shortcut is coded in a group of evolutionarily old brain 

structures called the basal ganglia. When we repeat the 

same behavior in response to a cue, the basal ganglia map 

the behavior as a series of cues and responses. In the 

beginning, the behavior might require a lot of planning or 

trial and error to complete, but once mapped, the behavior 

becomes almost automatic and requires little brain activity 

to carry out. On the other hand, if one wants or needs to 

behave differently, it can be very difficult. Discomfort 

arises, and resistance requires energy, planning, and 

attention, which becomes more difficult when a person is influenced by complexity, 

stress, or exhaustion. Students may be switching to their L1 simply because it is their 

habit to do so whenever various cues arise, and resisting that may be very difficult.  

Should we give up on L2-only policies then? It is possible that the stress arising from 

strict enforcement might make compliance harder. However, according to Duhigg, it 

is also possible to create or change habits by actively practicing a new behavior in 

response to a cue. For example, I recently invited two first-year university classes to 

try a new activity in which students talk about anything they want in English between 

activities. The cue, in this case, was being finished with 

another activity. They seemed to enjoy this, and after I 

encouraged them for several class sessions, they seemed 

to develop the habit of using English for their social 

communication. This activity is easy to repeat because it 

 Should we 
give up L2-only 
policies?  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0055PGUYU/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
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is integrated into the class routine. Unfortunately, other cues, such as unknown 

words in a conversation, may not arise reliably in class. Activities to practice an L2 

response, such as a communication strategy, might not help if time constraints 

prevent repetition or the activity’s cue is not natural, for example not a real unknown 

word. 

  

In 2017, I conducted an experiment to test a possible solution to these problems. I 

thought that if students were mindful of what language they were using, they might 

be able to respond in English to cues arising naturally enough to develop new habits. 

To help them be mindful, I asked one class to self-report through a smartphone app 

called “Socrative” what language they were using at pseudo-random moments 

throughout 7 class sessions. A control group did all the same activities without the 

self-reporting. The experiment clearly showed that the intervention raised awareness 

sufficiently to result in a large, statistically-significant increase in L2 use and 

decrease in L1 use. Follow-up observations to see if this change persisted for the rest 

of the school year look very promising.  

There is much work to be done to learn how to help learners pick up the L2 habit. 

Teachers can get started by repeating activities for practicing skills, such as 

communication strategies or task management, more frequently, integrating such 

activities into class routines, and finding ways to make their students more mindful 

in class. As for enforcing L2-only policies by pestering students, I for one will be 

cutting my students, and myself, some slack. 

 

Michael Rector has been teaching English as a foreign language in Japan since 2002. He is an avid cyclist 
and practitioner of Buddhist meditation. Also, an aspiring scientist, his ambition is to contribute to the 
field of applied linguistics by testing hypotheses about effective teaching with controlled clinical trials.  

 

  

I have always had this view about the 

modern education system: we pay 

attention to brain development, but the 

development of warmheartedness we 

take for granted. - Dalai Lama 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328052595_Approaching_L2-Only_Classrooms_With_Real-Time_Anonymous_Self-Reporting
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Caroline Handley 
 

 

My Word of the Year 

According to Oxford Dictionaries the word of the year for 2018 is 

toxic, particularly in reference to chemicals and masculinity. For 

me, somewhat isolated from recent changes in British culture, 

gammon should have won, but either way I’m glad that my 

personal word for 2018 is much more positive: neurodiversity. 

Like toxic and gammon, neurodiversity is not a new term; it was 

coined by Judy Singer in her undergraduate thesis in 1998 

(Singer, 2016). However, it was new to me this year, as was its 

complementary notion, neurotypical. The term neurodiversity 

arose out of the struggle of people on the autism spectrum 

(particularly so-called high-functioning autistic people) to gain 

better recognition of their differences from neurotypicals, 

without stigmatising such differences as defects (Silberman, 

2015).  

This history is fascinating, but my hope is that the word will blossom into a much 

wider usage, expanded to include the myriad ways in which people who may be 

considered neurotypical actually hide a secret diversity, sustained by the remarkable 

capacity of human brains to achieve outwardly similar functioning through very 

distinct underlying processes (an aspect of complex systems that Joseph Shaules 

reminded me about at JALT 2018). So here I would like to briefly introduce a few 

contenders for inclusion under the neurodiversity umbrella, all of which may share 

one common feature with autism, in that they are probably spectrum differences. 

 

The first is highly significant to me, as I started to realise in my 30s that I fall into 

this particular group: aphantasia (Zeman, Dewar, & Della Sala, 2015). Neurodiverse 

people with aphantasia lack mental imagery (or at least the ability to consciously 

access and control it). Like Jonas Schlatter, for a long time I believed that when 

people spoke about imagining things in their mind’s eye they were just exaggerating. 

Another difference, sometimes associated with aphantasia, is severely deficient 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year/word-of-the-year-2018
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year/shortlist-2018
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/when-the-minds-eye-is-blind1/
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autobiographical memory (SDAM; Palombo, Alain, 

Soderlund, Khuu, & Levine, 2015). Susie McKinnon 

describes SDAM as feeling like her life’s events 

happened to someone else. Then there is 

alexithymia, an inability to experience emotion 

(Taylor & Bagby, 2004). For people like Stephen, in 

this article, emotions are words, but not a concept 

he can understand. Other people have reduced or 

heightened emotional responses to music (Sachs, Ellis, Schlaug, & Loui, 2016). 

Indeed, all of these neurodiversities have their opposite: SDAM was only identified 

after the discovery of individuals with highly superior autobiographical memory 

(HSAM). 

My guess is that these few spectrum differences are just the tip of the iceberg, in 

addition to autism spectrum, ADHD, dyslexia, dyscalculia (a maths-related learning 

disability), dysgraphia (a handwriting disability), synaesthesia, and others. Now, I 

firmly believe neurodiversity is a good thing, in the same way as genetic diversity is 

essential to the survival of a species. But, as teachers, how much can we expect our 

students to deal with any differences they have and how 

much should we try to make accommodations? Is it always 

possible to accommodate, when we, and sometimes our 

students themselves, may not even realise their brains 

are not neurotypical? Trying to find some answers to 

these questions will be my challenge for 2019, 

starting with learning more about Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL; Hall, Meyer, & Rose, 2012). For 

now, I’m thankful for my new word this year and 

hopeful that neurodiversity may soon become more 

teachers’ word of the year. 

 

Caroline Handley, the BRAIN SIG Coordinator, is an English lecturer at Asia University, Tokyo. She is 
currently pursuing a PhD at Swansea University, UK, where she is researching the relation between 
conceptual and linguistic knowledge in lexical processing, using an embodied cognition perspective. 

 

References 

Hall, T. E., Meyer, A., & Rose, D. (2012). Universal design for learning in the classroom: 

Practical applications (what works for special-needs learners) [Kindle version]. 

Downloaded from amazon.co.uk. 

Palombo, D. J., Alain, C., Soderlund, H., Khuu, W., & Levine, B. (2015). Severely deficient 

autobiographical memory (SDAM) in healthy adults: A new mnemonic syndrome. 

Neuropsychologia, 72, 105-118. 

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20181112-severely-deficient-autobiographical-memory-is-surprisi
https://mosaicscience.com/story/life-without-emotions-alexithymia-interoception/
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Sachs, M. E., Ellis, R. J., Schlaug, G., & Loui, P. (2016). Brain connectivity reflects human 

aesthetic responses to music. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, 11(6), 884–

891. 

Silberman, S. (2015). Neurotribes: The legacy of autism and how to think smarter about 

people who think differently [Kindle version]. Downloaded from amazon.co.uk. 

Singer, J. (2016). Neurodiversity: The birth of an idea [Kindle version]. Downloaded from 

amazon.co.uk. 

Taylor, G. J., & Bagby, M. R. (2004). New trends in alexithymia research. Psychotherapy 

and Psychosomatics, 73(2), 68-77. 
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Thomas Armstrong at the American Institute gives us… 
 

8 Reasons  
Why We Need 
Neurodiversity 
in Education 

 

 

  

Going deeper 

http://www.institute4learning.com/2018/04/23/8-reasons-why-we-need-neurodiversity-in-education/
http://www.institute4learning.com/2018/04/23/8-reasons-why-we-need-neurodiversity-in-education/
http://www.institute4learning.com/2018/04/23/8-reasons-why-we-need-neurodiversity-in-education/
http://www.institute4learning.com/2018/04/23/8-reasons-why-we-need-neurodiversity-in-education/
http://www.institute4learning.com/2018/04/23/8-reasons-why-we-need-neurodiversity-in-education/
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Marc Helgesen 
 

 

Savoring and Gratitude 

Since this issue is appearing in January, it seems appropriate to share both an 

activity to start off the year and one to end the academic year, which wraps up in 

about a month here in Japan. Of course, you can save the second one for whenever 

your year or course ends if you are teaching elsewhere. Both activities are rooted in 

positive psychology – the study of positive emotion and mental health. Positive 

psychology, in turn, is rooted in brain science. Photocopiable tasksheets are on the 

following pages. 

1. My Top Five  

 

 

The       first activity, My Top Five, invites students to identify five good events from 

the previous year. The students write them down. As they do, they should think 

about what they want to say verbally about each event. You may want to play soft, 

instrumental background music while they plan what they will say. The “Think Time” 

leads to greater depth, linguistic complexity, and vocabulary variety.  

Of course, some students will do the planning step more quickly than others. 

Actually, they only need about three events to talk about, so having the faster 

students identify five gives them something valid to do while the others finish.  

Once they have filled out the tasksheet, the students work in pairs or threes, talking 

about their experiences. Encourage partners to ask questions, especially WH-

questions. These questions practice a useful discourse strategy for keeping the 

conversation going as well as helping the speaker mentally revisit the original 

experience. The task is designed to encourage the 

students to savor positive events in their lives. 

Savoring is defined as “to attend to, appreciate, and 

enhance positive experiences” (Bryant & Veroff, 

20o7). Often it is as simple as slowing down, 

thinking about, and appreciating the good things in 

our lives.  

The point is not to 
have more and more 
positive experiences. It 
is to have more and 
more experiences of 
positive emotion.  



 11 

The point of positive psychology is not to have more and more positive experiences. 

That can lead to shallow, hedonistic experiences (Sorry, Hef!). The point is to have 

more and more experiences of positive emotion. Mental recycling of positive 

experiences can help create this.  

2. An Award for You. 

Expressing gratitude is one of the basic tennet of positive 

psychology (Emmons, 2007). It is a bit ironic: When you say 

thank you, the person you are thanking feels happy but so 

do you. With gratitude exercises, we are trying to build a 

useful habit of thanking others.  

I like to end courses with An Award for You, based on a similar 

activity I learned from Jill Hadfield (1992). Most of my 

classes spend a lot of time in pairs and small groups. I make 

enough copies of the tasksheet so everyone has one. I try to copy 

it onto colored construction paper. I also have a class set of 

scissors and colored pencils ready. (“Thank you 100-yen shops 

in Japan.”)  

On the last day of class, they cut out the medals and trophies, 

decorate them, and label an award for each person in their 

group. Not all the examples are for language-related things. 

A “nice fashion award” has nothing to do with English, but it 

is likely something that a student is proud of. That “nice fashion” person may or may 

not be a great language student, but everyone in the group contributes to the class 

culture. After they make the awards, they take turns giving them to their group 

mates, telling them why.  

I hope it will be a great New Year for you. May this academic year be one of your best.  

 

Marc Helgesen (marchelgesen@gmail.com) is author of over 180 ELT articles, books and textbooks 
including the English Firsthand series and, most recently English teaching and the science of happiness: 
Positive psychology communication activities for language learning (ABAX). He teaches Positive 
Psychology in English Language Teaching at the Nagoya University of Foreign Studies M.A. TESOL Program. 
www.ELTandHappiness.com 

 

References 

Bryant, F., & Veroff, J. (2007). Savoring: A new model of positive experience. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum. 

Emmons, R. (2007). Thanks! How the new science of gratitude can make you happier. Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin. 

Hadfield, J. (1992). Classroom dynamics. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Helgesen, M. (2019). English Teaching and the science of happiness: Positive psychology 

communication activities for language learners. Tokyo: ABAX.  

mailto:marchelgesen@gmail.com
http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29
http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29
http://www.eltandhappiness.com/
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Photocopiable reproduced with permission. From English teaching and the 
science of happiness: Positive psychology communication activities for 
language learners by Marc Helgesen. Tokyo: ABAX. Info at 
http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29  

http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29


 13 

  

281

©Abax 2019     PHOTOCOPIABLE

Tasksheet 3.5.5  An award for you

  Give the award to each person. Tell them why.

 (Name), you (are/have a, etc.) . Thank you!

Everyone is special. Let them know why!

Work in groups of 3-4. What is special about each p artner?  

Make an award for them. Cut it out. Decorat e it.

Great smile .               

You make me laugh.                 

Nice fashion sense.

Good friend.                    

Thanks for helping me.              

Kindness award.

Good listener.                           

You help our group.                   

You’re really smart!

Ideas:

Photocopiable reproduced with permission. From English teaching and the 
science of happiness: Positive psychology communication activities for 
language learners by Marc Helgesen. Tokyo: ABAX. Info at 
http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29  

http://abax.co.jp/newsdetail.php?id=29
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Think Tank: 
Favorites 
 

Jorge Correa Rodriguez 
 

 

The Social Brain in the Classroom: The One-
minute Teacher Technique 

“Humans are inherently social. A large proportion of the human brain is involved 

in social interaction and understanding other people.” – Sarah-Jayne Blakemore 

 

Over the years, peer learning, collaborative and/or 

cooperative strategies have been of critical 

significance for the teaching-learning process. The 

ways in which these types of social interaction 

may benefit teaching and learning have been 

studied by several scholars (Gillies & Ashman, 

2003; Gillies, Ashman, & Terwel, 2008; Laal & 

Laal, 2012; Luzzatto & DiMarco, 2009; Topping, 

Buchs, Duran, & van Keer, 2017). The importance of social interaction when learning 

is not only a reason for making classes more interactive; it is an imperative because it 

is actually bound to our human nature and deeply rooted in our brains, as the initial 

quotation by Sarah-Jayne Blakemore states. This unique human capacity allows us to 

understand and consciously interact with others, something that definitely happens 

daily in all classrooms. Moreover, the characteristics of the social brain, and how it 

has affected our evolution, have also been a matter of academic research over the 

years. Thus, the fundamental role of socialization at the moment of learning is 

something educators will hopefully include in their teaching practices. As Tokuhama-

Espinosa states, educators must pay attention to social interactions when designing 

learning activities for their students.  

In sum, our brain learns from and with 

others; if educators do not allow students 

opportunities to interact when learning, at 

different levels, the chances of 

consolidating the learning may decrease. 

However, if they allow them to learn 

through well-designed interactive activities, 

internalization is more likely to occur. In consequence, one specific and easy to apply 

technique derived from theories of the social brain is the One-minute Teacher, which 

The fundamental 
role of socialization at 
the moment of learning 
is something educators 
will hopefully include 
in their teaching  

https://sites.google.com/site/blakemorelab/research/research
https://www.amazon.com/Co-Operative-Learning-Intellectual-Outcomes-Paperback/dp/B01GMHZRA2/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124047&sr=1-1&keywords=Co-operative+learning%3A+The+social+and+intellectual+outcomes+of+learning+in+groups
https://www.amazon.com/Co-Operative-Learning-Intellectual-Outcomes-Paperback/dp/B01GMHZRA2/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124047&sr=1-1&keywords=Co-operative+learning%3A+The+social+and+intellectual+outcomes+of+learning+in+groups
https://www.amazon.com/Implementing-Cooperative-Classroom-Computer-Supported-Collaborative/dp/038770891X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124152&sr=1-1&keywords=The+Teacher%E2%80%99s+Role+in+Implementing+Cooperative+Learning+in+the+Classroom
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042811030217
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042811030217
https://www.amazon.com/Collaborative-Learning-Methodology-Interactions-Competitive/dp/1608760766/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124468&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=DiMarco+%26+Luzzatto%2C+2010
https://www.amazon.com/Effective-Peer-Learning-Principles-Implementation-ebook/dp/B06XYCXXQY/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124242&sr=1-1&keywords=Effective+Peer+Learning%3A+From+principles+to+practical+implementation
https://www.amazon.com/Effective-Peer-Learning-Principles-Implementation-ebook/dp/B06XYCXXQY/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543124242&sr=1-1&keywords=Effective+Peer+Learning%3A+From+principles+to+practical+implementation
https://www.amazon.com/Social-Brain-Matters-Neurobiology-Cognition/dp/9042022167
https://www.amazon.com/Neuroscience-Human-Relationships-Interpersonal-Neurobiology/dp/0393707822
https://www.amazon.com/Neuroscience-Human-Relationships-Interpersonal-Neurobiology/dp/0393707822
https://www.amazon.com/Social-Brain-Discovering-Networks-Mind/dp/0465078516/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543123671&sr=1-1&keywords=The+social+brain%3A+Discovering+the+networks+of+the+mind
https://www.amazon.com/Social-Brain-Discovering-Networks-Mind/dp/0465078516/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1543123671&sr=1-1&keywords=The+social+brain%3A+Discovering+the+networks+of+the+mind
https://www.amazon.com/Making-Classrooms-Better-Practical-Applications/dp/0393708136
https://www.amazon.com/Making-Classrooms-Better-Practical-Applications/dp/0393708136


 15 

is an effective, cheap and simple way to promote peer learning among students of all 

levels and ages. 

The one-minute teacher technique 

This technique is very simple and it can be modified according to the needs of the 

class, level of the students, and content being studied. However, its main 

characteristic, as the name suggests, is that students teach each other for one minute. 

Again, the technique is not fixed, so for long or complex topics, you can extend the 

time as needed but, in general, it should not exceed 3 minutes.  

 

 

For example, imagine students are learning modal verbs. I know we all “avoid” 

teaching grammar per se but sometimes it is necessary to explain certain 

grammatical features of the target language. Students should take turns explaining to 

each other when to use one or two target modal verbs, adding some examples. The 

role of the teacher is to be time-keeper, but avoiding stressing the students and 

making them speak hurriedly. 
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Here are some specific benefits of this technique: 

a) Students share knowledge by learning with and from their peers, so social 

learning is promoted. 

b) Students can enhance their comprehension and summarizing skills. 

c) Students use several features from the target language when explaining, such 

as vocabulary, grammar, lexical expressions, etc. 

d) The emotional state of the students can be preserved because they are just 

speaking to peers who have the same level of language and are tolerant of 

mistakes. 

This technique also provides one additional benefit for the 

teacher: time for listening. The teacher can walk around the 

classroom checking how students teach each other in the 

target language. 

To sum up, I am sharing one easy-to-use technique based on 

the social brain theories, which I personally use in my own 

classes. However, I need to say that I mainly use it not because it is derived from 

validated theories, but because my students enjoy it so much while learning! In the 

end, is not that the main aim of any teaching-learning experience? 

 

Jorge Correa Rodriguez is currently a PhD student in the Curriculum and Teaching Methodology 
Program at Central China Normal University. He is an English teacher from Chile. He also holds a 
Master’s in TEFL. He has presented at various educational conferences such as IATEFL, ETJ, 
NeuroELT and KOTESOL, in Chile, Japan, the Philippines, Macau, South Korea, and China.  

 

 

 
 

Sharon Bowman gives 

us six ways to bolster 
learning. 

 
(One not-to-be named member of the 
editorial staff, who loves BBQs and 

finds these inserts for us, dislikes the 

idea of “trumping” being used in a 
positive way. No comment from the 

rest of us.)  

Going deeper 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DAiXOgFu8Wc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DAiXOgFu8Wc
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 

 
Zofia Aktonorowicz-Sobótka 

 

 

CLIL as the Way to Catch Students’ Attention  

Have you ever wondered what your “ideal” class would look like? Imagine entering 

the classroom with your students eager to listen and to perform immediately all the 

tasks that you had prepared for them. Imagine teaching students that understand 

everything that you explain the first time through, and they politely sit still without 

murmuring or disturbing you. Imagine not having to throw in special lessons 

designed to entertain everyone because they do whatever you want them to without 

complaint. Your approach is teacher-centered, but no matter. It’s working. 

On the other hand, think of the worst “nightmare” class. Students running around? 

No one listening? A lot of noise in the classroom? And poor you losing your temper? 

Now there is one thing, visible in one and not in the other, that these two situations 

might have in common. Do you know what it is? In both cases, even though their 

behavior is different, the students might be bored. After all, most of what they are 

doing is just listening. And even if you think that the first situation is better, I would 

not be so sure.  

As teachers, we should give our students 

opportunities to learn and think critically. What 

is more, we should discover unique ways of 

inspiring our students to learn. How can we do 

so? Here comes the answer. It is a four-letter 

answer that totally changed the way I teach: C L 

I L. Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL) is an approach that 

concentrates both on content and additional 

language at the same time (Coyle, Hood, & 

Marsh, 2010). As explained in the FluentU Blog: 

CLIL is simply the teaching of subjects to 

students in a language that is not their own… Just 

as “integrated” suggests, a CLIL class hits two 

birds with one stone: the subject matter and the 

target language. But let’s be clear, CLIL is not a 

language class. It’s a subject class taught in a 

https://www.fluentu.com/blog/educator/what-is-clil/
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certain tongue. While students are learning about the subject matter, they’re also 

learning a new language alongside it. 

It is a great way to get away from a focus on language. It is also a way to integrate 

real-life problems, teach critical thinking, and bring the world inside the school 

walls.  

When you enter the classroom, you just 

have a few seconds to catch your students’ 

attention. No more, just a few seconds. Try 

starting a lesson asking your students what 

they think about the latest news. Or ask 

them to figure out how deforestation will 

change their lives. Start with something extraordinary that will start your lesson with 

a challenge. Using a little bit of CLIL – even if it is just to start your lesson and catch 

students’ attention – will change the way your students think. And that’s it – whether 

they are bored or not depends on how you begin.  

 

 

Zofia Aktonorowicz-Sobótka is a graduate of Warsaw University, Faculty of Education and 
European Studies, who received Master’s degrees from the two faculties in July this year. She is the 

author of an E-portfolio website: https://zofiaaktonorowicz.weebly.com, 
which combines work, curiosity and development on the unique way of becoming a teacher, and is 
interested in CLIL, early immersion programmes and Multiple Intelligences. 

 

Reference 

Coyle, D., Hood, P., & Marsh, D. (2010). CLIL: Content and Language Integrated Learning. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

 

You just have a few 
seconds to catch your 
students’ attention. No 
more, just a few seconds. 

 

https://zofiaaktonorowicz.weebly.com/
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Steve Jugovic 
 

Deep Learning, Health & CLIL 

As ELT facilitators, do we consciously consider the effectiveness of our teaching 

practices regarding the transfer of information from working memory to being stored 

in and retrieved from long-term memory? Research claims that greater likelihood of 

transfer success is aided by deeper processing with higher-order thinking skills, 

understanding, and problem solving. According to Sousa, (2011) and Tokuhama-

Espinosa (2010), critical factors include whether the information makes sense, based 

on past experiences and schemata, and has meaning to the learner in regard to life 

relevance. Additionally, information that contains survival value, and generates 

emotional elements, takes priority over other new learning (Sousa, 2011).  

In light of these facts, various ELT classroom 

scenarios that students engage in can be presented 

to them as relating to elements of survival. For 

example, attaining excellent listening skills for the 

purpose of understanding directions could prevent 

you from ending up off the beaten path or worse, lost in a dangerous neighborhood. 

Recent health-related catchphrases such as “Sitting is the New Smoking,” in relation 

to early death and the harmful effects of prolonged sitting and sedentary lifestyles, 

may prompt more immediate learner attention and urgency. I like to think of similar 

thought-provoking, health-oriented content, which might improve students’ present 

and future lives, as “Survival Lite.” 

 

CLIL in a Nutshell 

My previous Think Tank article on Exercise briefly alluded to applying health-related 

CLIL methodology. Integrating content and language learning (CLIL) is regarded as 

Health-oriented 
content, which might 
improve students’ 
lives is “Survival Lite”  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfbmJYVjZ6Q2xwODQ/view
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a holistic approach in terms of the 4C’s framework, based on Content, 

Communication, Cognition and Culture (Coyle, Hood, & Marsh, 2010). Although 

there is no single CLIL pedagogy, important factors to consider are the interplay of 

content difficulty with suitably demanding and thought-provoking questions in light 

of students’ linguistic ability. For example, if the focus emphasizes content but the 

student’s level is low, then simpler questions and discussions should be put in the 

syllabus.  

Content and Context Considerations 

Have you ever had a suffering student say “I have a stomach-ache,” You probably 

thought it was because of stress, or something the student ate, and never considered 

another common reason: dehydration. Sleep, exercise, intermittent movement, 

nutrition and hydration are biological body and brain factors that strongly influence 

learning. As creatures of habit, our ability to alter persistently negative lifestyle 

patterns can often begin with a new awareness prior to active change, such as 

implementing effective time management to specifically schedule sleep hours. 

Including Survival Lite content in your context can be highly rewarding, especially 

when students recognize and appreciate the relevance to their health and studies. For 

instance, the elective, health-oriented CLIL English course I teach also serves the 

purpose of filling content gaps from the sport students’ Health course.  

 

Some of the following body and brain Survival Lite suggestions can be used in 

language classes, specific CLIL-based courses or simply as homework. By using mind 

maps, habit surveys, role plays, short articles and videos, discussions and physical 

activity, students can consider health problems in society — fast food, food culture, 

cancer, etc., the likelihood of becoming a couch potato, employment scenarios 

associated with long hours, stress, neglect of sleep and nutrition, inadequate time for 

exercise, etc. (also see, U.S. Top Ten Physical Activity Guideline points). Students 

then engage in sharing opinions, discussion and giving advice and can also include 

communicating their knowledge to family and friends. After all, to teach is to learn, 

by consolidating memory. In my elective CLIL course, I include yoga peer-teaching 

practice and various yoga-type presentations with poses. Assessment includes a 

content-oriented report based on what students deemed important, useful, and 

interesting, which simultaneously provides me with course feedback.  

By identifying and working within various ELT course constraints, it may be possible 

to integrate often-lacking but beneficial health education. The shift towards 

improving students’ health. and subsequently their learning, is being acted upon in 

various ways and places, such as the introduction of a compulsory course based on 

https://health.gov/paguidelines/second-edition/10things/
https://today.oregonstate.edu/news/when-physical-activity-classes-are-required-sedentary-college-students-become-more-active
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Lifetime Fitness for Health at Oregon State University. Also, in 2016, 100 Chinese 

universities began to combat depression and stress stemming from the rigors of 

student life, with the campaign, “Say No to Depression with Yoga.” Lastly, for those 

of you interested, the 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans has been 

updated with new inclusions regarding brain health, sleep, sedentary behavior and 

physical activity. As language teachers, we are not bound to any particular content 

area, which gives us the unique opportunity to promote a Survival Lite revolution. 

 

 

Steve Jugovic is an Associate Professor at Biwako Seikei Sport College, Japan. His research interests 
include materials design, integrating classroom movement, student motivation, CLIL, health, 
exercise, intermittent movement, attention and memory. 

 

References 
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Useful “exercises” for student 

pairs sitting at desks. 
 

 

Going deeper 

https://today.oregonstate.edu/news/when-physical-activity-classes-are-required-sedentary-college-students-become-more-active
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/beijing/2017-01/22/content_28035508.htm
https://health.gov/news/blog/2018/11/updated-physical-activity-guidelines-for-americans-now-available/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ATGQgW_NXE0&list=PLP7N7gm3yYkJQkj55yXxmsfLUq9I68R-J&index=8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ATGQgW_NXE0&list=PLP7N7gm3yYkJQkj55yXxmsfLUq9I68R-J&index=8
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

David Mcleish 
 

 

TICK TOCK… TICK TOCK… 

Tick –Tock – Tick – Tock…  

The difference between A and THE…  

Tick –Tock – Tick – Tock…  

I wonder what’s for lunch…. 

Tick –Tock – Tick – Tock…  

So, as you can see through these 

examples… 

Tick –Tock – Tick – Tock…  

I hope the new Avengers movie coming 

out is a good one… 

Tick –Tock – Tick – Tock…  

OK. Class dismissed. 

The reality for most students is like this when they sit for a long time during a 

lecture. As we look at the benefits of movement in the classroom, it seems that it 

might be appropriate to look at the relationship between active and passive learning. 

The balance between the two is the key to creating an engaging class. 

As part of growing up, we learn through trial and error. Activities such as listening to 

a lecture, reading something, or hearing something do not guarantee that we will 

remember the contents. Alternatively, when we experiment and interact with 

someone or something, the feedback we get tells us if our efforts are working or not. 

The first place where we have our time and studies 

controlled is in kindergarten: arrival time, nap time, story 

time, snack time, play time, go home. Free-range learning 

is over at this point, and organization is introduced. Some 

 Kindergarten: 
Free-range 
learning is over. 
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students thrive in this kind of structure. At some point between elementary school 

and high school, a student's ability to sit longer and fidget less is likely to be 

rewarded through the giving of participation points. Thus, grades are higher for 

those with the ability to sit and listen for extended periods. 

Learners with kinesthetic tendencies are not so lucky; these years are pretty tough 

for the energetic students trying to sit still. Thankfully, the dark ages of the sit-and-

listen style of education are being put to rest. Many schools, and academia as a 

whole, seem to have embraced the concept of movement and experimentation 

throughout the lesson as vital to comprehension. 

Extensive research, some of it summarized by 

Jensen here, shows that movement aids learning. (Also 

see our Think Tanks Exercise issue.) Active learning, too, 

is effective.  

It is easy to see that where movement exists, so does 

retention. The most productive way to retain knowledge 

is to explore and teach one another. Hands-on learning 

is where the rubber meets the road, where everything 

comes to life. From the day we are born, we learn 

through doing — it just seems logical that movement, 

exploration, and learning go hand in hand. There are, 

however, a few things to consider. 

Movement in a classroom setting is not without its challenges. A few of the difficult 

areas are student energy levels and testability.  

Implementing a kinesthetic classroom takes energy. To ask students to work and 

explore while they focus on language is taxing. That is one reason why there is nap 

time in kindergarten; both students and teachers are worn out.  

Secondly, how to quantify success has 

always been a challenge. This dilemma 

of testing vs. learning is why it is 

essential to look at movement and 

exploration as a tool that should be 

introduced thoughtfully; to recap my 

opening statement: "balance is the 

key." One approach does not trump 

the other. As students watch the clock 

tick, and their minds wander, it is time to do an activity to get the blood moving. 

Then, just as when the focus on language fades to native tongue use during an 

activity, it is time to relax and do a more introspective and passive exercise, such as 

extensive reading or listening.  

https://movementandlearning.wordpress.com/about/
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
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Photo by Phương Nguyễn on Unsplash 

As educators, we cannot have a foolproof approach to meeting every need all the 

time, but we can make class time more balanced through a combination of active and 

passive exercises.  

Tick Tock… Tick Tock… The time is now. 

 

David Mcleish, from Reitaku University, combines his Master’s in Fine Arts with his Master’s in Education to introduce 

alternative approaches to the classroom environment. His mission is to reach students based on Multiple Intelligence Theory 

and to introduce the benefits of implementation of said theory to curricula design.  

 
References and Suggested Sites 

https://onlinelearningtips.com/2016/12/advantages-kinesthetic-learning-movement/ 
 
https://www.learnpick.com/blog/the-different-benefits-of-kinesthetic-or-hands-on-learning 
 
https://child1st.com/blogs/resources/113559047-16-characteristics-of-kinesthetic-and-
tactile-learners 
 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/06/why-the-learning-
pyramid-is-wrong/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.8a193efbfb71 
 
https://movementandlearning.wordpress.com/about/ 
 
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications 
 
https://www.learningliftoff.com/lectures-vs-active-learning-which-is-more-effective/ 

  

Greetings to our many readers in Vietnam! 

 

https://onlinelearningtips.com/2016/12/advantages-kinesthetic-learning-movement/
https://www.learnpick.com/blog/the-different-benefits-of-kinesthetic-or-hands-on-learning
https://child1st.com/blogs/resources/113559047-16-characteristics-of-kinesthetic-and-tactile-learners
https://child1st.com/blogs/resources/113559047-16-characteristics-of-kinesthetic-and-tactile-learners
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/06/why-the-learning-pyramid-is-wrong/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.8a193efbfb71
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/06/why-the-learning-pyramid-is-wrong/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.8a193efbfb71
https://movementandlearning.wordpress.com/about/
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
https://www.learningliftoff.com/lectures-vs-active-learning-which-is-more-effective/
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Julia Daley 
 

 
Designing Materials to Minimize Cognitive Load  

In terms of my day-to-day teaching and planning, nothing has impacted me more 

than learning about the theories of cognitive load and working memory. They just 

make a sort of intuitive sense to me, and anytime I’m making a handout or designing 

a lecture, I consistently find myself asking “What is the best way to present this 

information to my students without overloading them?”  

 

 

For me, the area where I seem to “lose” my students to cognitive overload most often 

is when I give instructions. For example, I sometimes ask students to do some 

activity in class without an accompanying handout. I end up explaining what to do 

multiple times, but even after I ask students to repeat back what they’re supposed to 

do, I get silence and blank stares. Keeping all of the instructions, given orally in their 

L2, proved too much for their working memory capacities and they’ve experienced 

cognitive overload. When it comes down to it, I’d rather my students focused their 

attentional resources on doing the activity than trying to decipher the instructions 

for said activity. One of the best ways to minimize the negative effects of cognitive 

overload is to provide tangible learning aids for students — things like checklists, 

handouts, visual cues, prompts, presentation slides, or written instructions — 

because if the students at some point can no longer remember what they are 

supposed to do, they can get themselves back on task if the directions physically 

exist.  

#1

Suddenly 
dropping an 
activity or 
task

#2

Engaging in 
off-topic 
chatter

#3

“Zoning out”

#4

Incomplete 
recall of task 
directions

#5

Repeating 
parts of an 
already-
completed 
task

5 Signs of Cognitive Overload in Students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(adapted from Gathercole & Alloway, 2008) 
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Of course, if the information is hard for the students to find, then the handout is not 

achieving its intended memory-recovery function. Blocks of dense text are difficult 

for students to parse for information, regardless of whether English is their L1 or L2. 

However, visual cues such as headers, checkboxes, and bulleted lists allow readers to 

quickly find what they’re looking for, thus saving some cognitive energy. So I draw on 

some basic principles of design when creating materials to minimize the attentional 

burden for my students. In my context, I mostly use print handouts, so I’ve focused 

my examples on how to design them.  

1. Form 

The first thing is to do is to think about what kind of memory aid I want to give to 

students. Do they need a prompt to help them with writing or discussion? Do they 

need a checklist for a larger, more complex task? Do they need written instructions? 

Do they need acess to some background information to fully understand the context 

of a given task? Often, my handouts are a mix of all of the above that my students can 

refer back to throughout the lesson.  

2. Layout 

I use headers — including a title for the handout itself!—so the various parts of the 

handout are easy for the students to find. Once I figure out the key sections, I can 

usually fill in the spaces within afterwards by adding things like vocabulary boxes, 

bulleted lists, images, or writing space, as needed.  

I’m also thinking about ways to present the 

information so that it progresses in a logical 

and natural way. In particular, I want 

information to cascade down from left-to-right, 

the same way our eyes move while reading 

English. For my Japanese students, this can be 

a struggle, because they often read right-to-left 

in their L1, so their eyes need extra help 

learning how to find information in the “opposite” direction. I can achieve this effect 

by using the negative space, such as the white space or blank areas of the page: the 

margins, space between lines, and any other areas that are “empty.” It can be 
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tempting for teachers to fill all that negative space with images or designs or other 

things in order to not be seen as “wasting paper.” But planning in some white space 

into the layout — in addition to clear and obvious sections deliniated with headers — 

significantly improves the ease with which readers can find the information they 

need. And the paper won’t be wasted if it is serving an important role in students’ 

task completion.  

3. Font 

Font choice has a huge effect on readability for students, which in turn affects the 

utility of the handout itself. As an example, if 

I’m working with true beginners who are still 

mastering the English alphabet, I’m going to 

use a large sized “Comic Sans” — it’s one of the 

only fonts that presents a lowercase “a” in the 

form that the students are learning to write. In 

general, never use more than two or three 

fonts on a single handout, and always use the 

same fonts for the same functions (e.g. always use “Arial” for body text). It is better 

to play with the style (bold, italic, or underline) or size of one font than it is to 

overload a document with a lot of different fonts all competing for the reader’s 

attention.  

  

4. Essential information 

The last and most difficult step is deciding on the wording of the information I want 

to present to students. I want to keep it simple and linguistically appropriate, but I 

also want to be careful not to “dumb it down,” particularly if I have sections that are 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Times New Roman, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Arial, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Comic Sans, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Calibri, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Bradley Hand ITC, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Georgia, size 12) 

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Verdana, size 

12) 

A Font Comparison 

 

Comic Sans is one 
of the only fonts that 
presents a lowercase 
“a” in the form that 
students are learning 
to write. 
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providing contextual information for students. If the handout includes vocabulary 

the students do not understand, it’s going to require substantial cognitive load to 

decipher them. So unless I have explicitly taught students to remember grammatical 

terms like “present perfect tense” or “subjunctive mood,” I’m going to avoid using 

this technical terminology in my directions. If the instructions are longer than the 

task itself, say a 5-page prompt for a 3-page essay, there’s more than likely a lot of 

unnessary information (a real story, not mine).  

In short, physical instructions can minimize the consequences of cognitive overload, 

provided they are designed well. Everything that is presented to students competes 

for their attentional resources, so keeping handouts and slides as simple as possible 

is important. To my students the extra thought I put into my material design isn’t 

particularly noticable for them — but that’s entirely the point, as far as I’m 

concerned.  

 

Julia Daley is an Assistant Supervisor of English for the Himeji Board of Education. She earned her M.A. in 
TESL from Northern Arizona University and is certified to teach in Arizona. She currently teaches English at 
Himeji High School and Lifelong Learning College in Himeji, Japan.  
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To think is to practice brain chemistry. 

-Deepak Chopra 
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Masda Yuka 
 

 

“Paired Concept Checking” to Prevent Cognitive 
Overload in Students 

Working memory (WM) is a powerful tool for understanding cognitive load. In this 

issue of the Think Tank Stephen Ryan talks about it from the teacher’s point of view; 

but Julia Daley and I consider it from the students’ side and suggest simple 

techniques to improve classroom management. 

Individual differences in working memory capacities mean some students have no 

problem understanding your instructions while others face a challenge. Imagine you 

have a small listening span — a type of WM capacity for verbal input. It is a hard task 

to retain new information in your memory long enough to process it all. The bigger 

the chunk of information, the harder the task becomes. Simply put, you are going to 

forget some of what you heard even before you can understand the content. 

Additionally, WM capacity for L2 is known to be even smaller than it is for L1. 

So, students with relatively smaller 

WM capacities will struggle secretly. 

Secretly because adolescent students 

experience peer pressure keenly, 

another useful piece of information 

neuroscience has offered insights into. 

It takes intellectual confidence for 

them to stand up in front of their 

peers, literally or figuratively, and ask 

for clarification, or simply say, “No, I 

didn’t understand it,” in answer to the 

teacher’s question. If these students 

have had unsuccessful learning 

experiences repeatedly, possibly 

reinforced by negative feedback from 

their teachers or peers, it is no wonder if they lack confidence or show little interest 

in learning. So, what can we do? 

Here is one of the many techniques I find effective, especially in a large class — a 

typical situation in mainstream education in Japan. It is to use pair work for concept 
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checking. This technique divides input into manageable small chunks and allows 

students to internalize it piecemeal before moving on to the next input. I’ve discussed 

this in Japanese in アクティブラーニング批判的入門: 大学における学習支援への挑

戦４ [Practical Guides to “Really” Active Learning and its Critical Re-evaluation], but 

let me expand on it. 

At the beginning of a semester, I usually lay out a set of class rules including seating 

arrangements. Students are required to sit in pairs. During following classes, I 

instruct them on some topic, in English, using standard techniques such as visual aid 

demonstrations wherever possible. After a short period of time, I pause to check 

understanding. 

I get students to pair up and discuss briefly what 

they think I said so far. Thirty seconds is usually 

enough. Stop them even if they are still discussing, 

otherwise students are likely to start idle chatting.  

After the discussion they are encouraged speak up, 

not to ask questions, but rather, to report what they 

understood, however little. They may even use 

Japanese because the point of this activity is to 

check their understanding (input) not their speaking skills (output).  

I give them a class participation point each time 

they speak up, regardless of whether their 

answers are right or wrong. In other words, I am 

rewarding them for proactive listening and active 

participation, not their achievement. 

Achievement will come later, after they have kept 

participating actively. Japanese students are well-known for their reluctance to speak 

in class, but you will find this type of reward system effective in encouraging students 

to do so. 

If your students cannot give any feedback, showing they didn’t understand you, or if 

they give you wrong answers, you can simply repeat the whole process until the 

students are happy. This way, the content comes from the students in their own 

words for the second time, which makes it easier to understand. This technique, 

combined with several others, usually guarantees students’ engagement to the extent 

they won’t stop talking in English even when I tell them to. Happy teaching! 

 

Masda Yuka (PhD) is an Associate Professor at Tokyo University of Pharmacy and Life Sciences. She 
studied the psychology of language at Hiroshima University and has taught languages in Japan and 
overseas for more years than she would admit. 

I give them a class 
participation point 
each time they speak 
up, right or wrong. 

 

https://www.amazon.co.jp/%E3%82%A2%E3%82%AF%E3%83%86%E3%82%A3%E3%83%96%E3%83%A9%E3%83%BC%E3%83%8B%E3%83%B3%E3%82%B0%E6%89%B9%E5%88%A4%E7%9A%84%E5%85%A5%E9%96%80%EF%BD%9C%E5%A4%A7%E5%AD%A6%E3%81%AB%E3%81%8A%E3%81%91%E3%82%8B%E5%AD%A6%E7%BF%92%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E3%81%B8%E3%81%AE%E6%8C%91%E6%88%A6%EF%BC%94-%E4%B8%AD%E5%9C%92-%E7%AF%A4%E5%85%B8/dp/4779513014
https://www.amazon.co.jp/%E3%82%A2%E3%82%AF%E3%83%86%E3%82%A3%E3%83%96%E3%83%A9%E3%83%BC%E3%83%8B%E3%83%B3%E3%82%B0%E6%89%B9%E5%88%A4%E7%9A%84%E5%85%A5%E9%96%80%EF%BD%9C%E5%A4%A7%E5%AD%A6%E3%81%AB%E3%81%8A%E3%81%91%E3%82%8B%E5%AD%A6%E7%BF%92%E6%94%AF%E6%8F%B4%E3%81%B8%E3%81%AE%E6%8C%91%E6%88%A6%EF%BC%94-%E4%B8%AD%E5%9C%92-%E7%AF%A4%E5%85%B8/dp/4779513014
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Stephen M. Ryan 
 

 

Teachers’ Cognitive Load: Just a Little Push on 
the Detonator 
 

Friday afternoon, hot classroom, 44 students, a projector that refuses to work; at 

home, an unresolved issue with my wife. I end up getting angry at the students. 

Why? I used to think it was because I was a bad person and I need to become a better 

person. Now, I know my brain is simply overloaded. Much easier to work to reduce 

the load than to become a better person (no hope there, says my wife). 

Think of a workbench. You can lay out the stuff there you need 

to do the job: the tools, the components, the fixing bits. But the 

workbench can get full, and you start to lose things off the 

edge. That’s pretty much how I see working memory after reading and re-reading our 

March Think Tank on the topic. If you are going to work on a problem, you need 

room for all the things that might be needed on your internal work bench.  

How much room is there? The classical answer is that there is room for “seven” 

things, “plus or minus two,” as first reported in a catchily-titled article by Harvard 

cognitive psychologist George Miller (1956). Apparently there has been some dispute 

about whether or not seven is the right number (for example by Cowan, 2001) but 

the point is that there is a finite limit on capacity and the number of things our 

mental workbench can hold is pretty small.  

So, what happens to the things that fall off the bench? Well, they are no longer 

available for conscious processing and are dealt with by a more automatic, less 

reflective part of the mind (Lowes, 2014), usually labelled the “unconscious” if you 

can read that word without giving it 

the scary Freudian overtones.  

Back to my over-heated classroom, 

with just one too many things vying 

for my conscious attention. The 

“final straw” gets dealt with out of 

consciousness, by a system that 

pretty much says: “Bad stuff coming at you. Better get angry.” So, I do, but not 

because I am a bad person, but because my working memory capacity is overloaded. 

 No hope.  

https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=ZGVmYXVsdGRvbWFpbnxuZXVyb2VsdHxneDozOTZmNmU5MmIyNGRhMzE4
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I stress the “not my fault” bit as just knowing what is really going on makes me feel a 

little better later, when I leave the classroom regretting my over-wrought behavior.  

Even better, though, would be to avoid getting overloaded in the first place. How to 

do that? Well, the literature, including our March Think Tank, tells me I can trick the 

workbench by re-defining what counts as a “thing” in “seven things plus or minus 

two” by chunking together several items on the workbench and having them count as 

a single item. I’m not sure how that would apply here, though. Unruly students + 

disagreeing wife = one problem? I don’t think so.  

I could, though, try to clear my head of 

some of the pre-existing problems 

before getting to the classroom, either 

by taking a calming walk, listening to a 

relaxing tune, or by calling my wife to 

make peace. Fellow Think Tank 

contributor Marc Helgesen suggests I 

find a guided mediation on YouTube 

and follow the guide. I could, equally, 

refuse to take on extra tasks if they 

seem likely to overload me: get 

someone else to fix the projector, so I 

can focus on my students. 

So, in the end, knowing about the 

limits on working memory and what 

happens when we exceed them gives 

me options — options, on a good day, 

for avoiding the next explosion, or at 

the very least for telling myself I am 

not bad, just overloaded. 
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 

Mirela Ramacciotti 
 

 

The Importance of Clarity and Goals for Learning 

There is one valuable idea in educational neuroscience that has changed my 

thinking: the brain cannot not learn, but it changed me in a way you might not 

expect. When we read that the brain cannot not learn, those of us that have no 

knowledge about how the brain really works might think it means that the brain can 

easily harness untapped potentials that put becoming a genius, or a recognized 

expert, within easy reach for all of us. However, that is not true. This illustrates 

precisely why we must start digging for more knowledge about the neurological 

processes that promote learning because believing without knowing is akin to 

preaching without doing and, in both cases, the result is doomed to be disastrous 

(Kahneman, 2002). 

Let us start by examining the idea that the brain cannot 

not learn. This, by the way, is an adage that is recurrent 

in the neuroscience literature but one that I give 

Tokuhama-Espinosa credit for (2014). The fact that the 

brain is an organ that regulates our survival means, at its core, that every act it 

performs is guided towards keeping us alive. The fact that we need to constantly 

adapt to the ever-changing circumstances around us means that we are increasingly 

challenged to upgrade our knowledge and upskill our capabilities. This is inherent to 

our species and runs in tandem with our most basic interests, as it is something that 

is deeply rooted in our systems for biological safekeeping.  

A second implication of this adage is that the brain is 

constantly learning, either at a conscious or unconscious 

level, and this is a warning for teachers. Preparing 

lessons that take this into account is a principle that 

should steer their purposes and practices. The moment 

teachers truly understand that students are constantly 

picking up bits of information and linking them to 

previous knowledge in order to make sense of what is 

important to them, teachers can grasp the importance of being clear about their 

intentions for learning. To facilitate learning, we must be clear about our goals. 

A feature of the brain that is often discussed in the literature is that it is a physical 

organ that works towards efficiency (Achard & Bullmore, 2007; Braun, Muldoon, & 

The brain 
cannot not learn. 
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Basset, 2001; Supekar, Menon, Rubin, Musen, & Greicius, 2008). This is easy to 

understand once we acknowledge that this organ consumes more than 20% of the 

body’s energy to perform the functions that keep us alive and allow us to develop in 

our contexts (Ramacciotti, 2018). It has built-in mechanisms that safeguard our 

actions by making sure that safe routes are used (Sporns, 2011; Van den Heuvel, 

Stam, Kahn, & Pol, 2009). One such safe route is that of learning intentions. As 

learners, we are constantly moving from a comfort zone towards a discomfort zone 

when navigating in the social interactions that permeate our learning. This means we 

are leaving the safe realm of familiarity to pursue new concepts, ideas and constructs 

that are made available in our social environment, but which are yet to be 

understood and mastered, and therefore, are unfamiliar to us.  

This was first perceived by Vygotsky (1978) who turned it into a psychological 

construct he named the ZPD (Zone of Proximal Development), which has been a 

focus of cognitive science (Csibra & Gergely, 2006; Goswami, 2008). The goal of 

forgoing safety and leaving our comfort zones to move towards unfamiliar terrain 

cannot be accomplished if we do not place a high value on the intended result, i.e., 

the goal and objectives of the learning. It is not enough to be in a socially conducive 

environment; our brains have to envisage what the final picture looks like, and that 

requires clarity in our learning goals. 

 

This boils down to a simple yet effective analogy; and, by the way, analogies help 

learners to make a positive transfer of knowledge (Richland, Zur, & Holyoak, 2007). 

When we start to assemble a jigsaw puzzle, irrespective of size, what is the first thing 

that we do? We look at the whole picture. We have to see what we are aiming at and 

this both becomes a compass to guide us and gives us a purpose for engaging in the 

endeavor. As jigsaw puzzle enthusiasts know, such a purpose is what prevents us 

from giving up when faced with the small, individual pieces, especially in the case of 

a 500-piece or more puzzle, where the individual pieces seem to have no connection 

to the final result. 

Providing a purpose, with regard to learning, means making it clear what we want to 

achieve. In other words, teachers should provide learners with a vision of what 

success looks like, which then becomes their compass and purpose. Relying on that 
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vision, learners know that, given time, and patient 

effort, they will eventually get there. We have given 

them a purpose and that safeguards not only the 

journey, but also the destination. Learning success, 

then, can be seen on the horizon so the challenges 

and the obstacles we face become worthy of our 

effort. That is how we learn intentionally and that is 

why we must give clear goals for each and every 

learning endeavor. To put it briefly, the brain cannot  

not learn, but it learns best when we have a clear 

vision and purpose to guide it. 

 

Mirela Ramacciotti, a former lawyer, teacher and translator, turned to education consultancy and materials writing in the 

area of TESOL and Mind, Brain, and Education. She has an MSc in Interdisciplinary Studies from Johns Hopkins University 

(2019) and is the author of Aprender: Entendendo o cérebro. She runs the site www.neuroeducamente.com.br 

 

References 

Achard, S., & Bullmore, E. (2007). Efficiency and cost of economical brain functional networks. PLoS 

Computational Biology, 3(2), e17. 

Braun, U., Muldoon, S. F., & Bassett, D. S. (2001). On human brain networks in health and disease. 

eLS, 1-9. 

Csibra, G., & Gergely, G. (2006). Social learning and social cognition: The case for pedagogy. In Y. 

Munataka & M. H. Johnson (Eds.), Processes of change in brain and cognitive development: 

Attention and Performance XXI, pp. 249-274. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Goswami, U. (2008). Principles of learning, implications for teaching: A cognitive neuroscience 

perspective. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 42(3‐4), 381-399. 

Kahneman, D. (2002). Maps of bounded rationality: A perspective on intuitive judgment and choice. 

Nobel Prize Lecture. Accessible at https://www.valuewalk.com/wp-

content/uploads/2014/06/kahnemann-lecture.pdf. 

Ramacciotti, M. (2018). Aprender: Entendendo o cérebro. Sao Paulo: Oficinal Digital.  

Richland, L. E., Zur, O., & Holyoak, K. J. (2007). Cognitive supports for analogies in the mathematics 

classroom. Science, 316(5828), 1128. 

Sporns, O. (2011). The non-random brain: Efficiency, economy, and complex dynamics. Frontiers in 

Computational Neuroscience, 5, 5. 

Supekar, K., Menon, V., Rubin, D., Musen, M., & Greicius, M. D. (2008). Network analysis of intrinsic 

functional brain connectivity in Alzheimer's disease. PLoS Computational Biology, 4(6), 

e1000100. 

Tokuhama-Espinosa, T. (2014). Making classrooms better: 50 practical applications of mind, brain, 

and education science. New York: W. W. Norton & Company. 

Van den Heuvel, M. P., Stam, C. J., Kahn, R. S., & Pol, H. E. H. (2009). Efficiency of functional brain 

networks and intellectual performance. Journal of Neuroscience, 29(23), 7619-7624. 

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press. 

http://Aprender:%20Entendendo%20o%20cérebro
http://www.neuroeducamente.com.br/


 36 

 

Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Glenn Magee  

 

Performances of Understanding 

It was 2016 and I was tired, tired of walking into speaking class, repeating the same 

structures we had studied from the first class, and nobody having a clue what I was 

talking about. I knew the students were not engaged with the material, because I 

wasn’t either. The stifled yawns that seemed to propagate around the room as I 

began talking were a clear sign. Something had to happen. 

It was then that I remembered a presentation 

given by Robert Murphy (SIG Officer-at-large) 

at FAB5, in Kita-Kyushu. He introduced me to 

something called Performances of 

Understanding (PoU). PoUs allow teachers to 

consider different ways for students to express 

not just that they know the content but have 

integrated it into their overall knowledge system 

and thereby understand it. Ron Ritchhart at the Harvard Graduate School of 

Education’s Project Zero has written several books about how PoUs along with other 

effective routines support creating effective cultures of thinking in the classroom. It 

was a simple decision to take on Robert’s example and incorporate this technique 

into a speaking course by having students draw graphic representations of their 

learning. In this case, students were learning the structure of a friendly conversation. 

The routine is very simple, as you will see from the brief overview that follows. 

At the end of a speaking class, I gave each student a sheet of paper and asked them to 

summarize what they had learned in class, either using their own words or 

graphically. Nearly all students used a combination of both. At the beginning of the 

next class, students would use their summaries to tell their partners about what they 

had learned the class before. There was one caveat though. They were only allowed to 

speak for 20 seconds for each summary, so they had to plan what they were going to 

say in advance. By the fourth class then, each student had three summaries and was 

speaking for a minute. Midway through the course, students had accumulated six 

graphic summaries and were tasked to talk for two minutes, and then be prepared to 

answer questions for one minute.  

Performances of 
understanding allow 
teachers to consider 
different ways for 
students to express 
their understanding. 

http://fab-efl.com/page7/index.html
https://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Understanding-Guide-Tina-Blythe/dp/0787909939
https://www.amazon.com/Teaching-Understanding-Guide-Tina-Blythe/dp/0787909939
http://www.pz.harvard.edu/who-we-are/people/ron-ritchhart
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On one hand, this technique aids recall because we are using multiple modes of 

input. This means that we use different brain networks and thereby increase our 

chances of retention. On the other hand, an activity like this can also aid effective 

recall because at the end and the beginning of a class understanding is reinforced 

through something called the spacing effect. The basic idea of this effect being that 

rather than trying to cram learning into 90 minutes and then moving on to the next 

topic we should space our learning out, because it is more beneficial for moving 

information to long term memory. You might ask how much faster that is. Well, 

according to one study, it could potentially double retention if the amount of time 

between reviews is appropriate.  

In my classes, the results were significantly different from the previous years’ as 

students were now awake, questioning each other, and laughing at their own 

mistakes. The dynamic had shifted from a ritualistic teacher-fronted dialog to a 

student-centered activity where students were tasked to give back all the key ideas in 

their own medley of words and pictures. Wow! I think I hit the appropriate sweet 

spot. 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spacing_effect
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Predicting-the-Optimal-Spacing-of-Study%3A-A-Context-Mozer-Pashler/7233d1458da73b5a84e04271c5f08cdeab5fc4a8
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Think Tank:  

Favorites 
 

Amanda Gillis-Furutaka  

 

Grading, Fast and Slow 

One of the first books I read that alerted me to how findings in neuroscience and 

psychology can change my teaching practices was Daniel Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast 

and Slow. Kahneman uses the term “fast thinking” to refer to the intuitive thinking 

we do all the time, non-stop. It operates quickly and automatically, with little or no 

effort and no sense of voluntary control. It enables you to know there is a printer on 

your desk, or to retrieve effortlessly the name of the capital of France. “Slow 

thinking” is deliberate and effortful thinking which drains our mental and physical 

energy resources. To understand the difference, try these two maths problems now in 

your head.  

2 + 2  

17 x 24 

Whereas the solution to the first problem probably popped 

into your head instantly, with the second problem you no 

doubt felt the burden of holding a lot of material in your 

memory while you kept track of where you were in the 

calculation. The process was deliberate, effortful, orderly, 

and possibly involved a physical as well as a mental 

response (your muscles tensed, blood pressure rose, heart 

rate increased, pupils dilated). Unless, of course, you had given 

up before all that started to happen! 

Having these contrasting ways of thinking enables us to navigate the world while 

conserving energy. Our fast thinking continuously generates suggestions 

(impressions, intuitions, intentions, feelings) for our slow-thinking consciousness. 

Our slow thinking, meanwhile, operates most of the time in a comfortable (lazy) low-

energy mode. It kicks in fully when our fast thinking experiences some difficulty (like 

when we try to multiply 17 by 24). So, when things appear to conform to our 

expectations, our slow thinking generally accepts and endorses our fast thinking 

perceptions.  

If endorsed by our slow thinking, impressions and intuitions turn into beliefs, and 

impulses turn into voluntary actions. When all goes smoothly, which is most of the 

https://www.amazon.com/Thinking-Fast-Slow-Daniel-Kahneman/dp/0374533555
https://www.amazon.com/Thinking-Fast-Slow-Daniel-Kahneman/dp/0374533555
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time, our slow thinking adopts the suggestions of our fast thinking with little or no 

modification. You generally believe your impressions and act on your desires, and 

that is fine – usually. 

Fast thinking is essential for survival, and is generally reliable. However, it can be 

notoriously unreliable at times. One example that teachers need to be aware of is the 

halo effect, not halo as in “What a great teacher I am!” but the spreading out halo 

effect, like the light that emanates from an oncoming headlamp, which can lead us 

into making biased evaluations of students’ work.  

The halo effect is the tendency to generalize and to like 

everything about a person, including things you have not 

observed. This is because fast thinking generates a view of 

the world that is simpler and more coherent than the real 

thing. For example, you meet someone at a party who is 

personable and you attribute generosity to her, even though 

you have no evidence of this. You extend your good feeling 

about her to include generosity, which, in turn, enhances 

your good feeling about her. Our interpretation of people 

and situations is strongly influenced by the emotion 

attached to the first impression. Try this for yourself: who 

would you employ, Alan or Ben? (Hint: don't hurry, take 

your time!)  

Alan: intelligent–industrious–impulsive–critical–stubborn–envious 

Ben: envious–stubborn–critical–impulsive–industrious– intelligent 

Did you notice that Alan and Ben have the same 

characteristics? Kahneman warns: “The sequence 

in which we observe the characteristics of a person 

is often determined by chance. Sequence matters, 

however, because the halo effect increases the 

weight of first impressions, sometimes to the 

point that subsequent information is mostly 

wasted” (p. 83). He gives an example from his own 

experience of marking student essays submitted in a booklet, and how the first essay 

he marked influenced his grade for the second essay. He would end up with different 

final grades for a student depending on which essay (a weaker or a stronger one) he 

had read first. He would give the benefit of the doubt if the second essay was not as 

good as the first and not give such full credit if the second essay was far better than 

the first. This meant the two essays were not given equal weighting.  

Sequence matters 
because the halo 
effect increases the 
weight of first 
impressions. 
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Kahneman responded to the problem by grading all the first essays and writing down 

the grades where he could not see them when marking the second essays, so that he 

would not be biased (even unconsciously) when he read the second essays. 

Interestingly, this new system made him far less confident in his grading because he 

experienced a new discomfort. When he was disappointed with a student’s second 

essay and went to enter a poor grade, then saw that he had given an excellent grade 

for the first essay, he was tempted to reduce the 

discrepancy by changing the new grade, and found it 

hard not to yield to the temptation to do this. The 

greater variation in grades for a single student that 

resulted from his new system left him uncertain and 

frustrated owing to this lack of coherence. He realized, 

however, that the consistency he had enjoyed earlier 

was spurious. It produced a feeling of cognitive ease, 

and his slow thinking consciousness had been happy to 

lazily accept the more coherent grade. “The 

uncomfortable inconsistency that was revealed when I 

switched to the new procedure was real: it reflected 

both the inadequacy of any single question as a 

measure of what the student knew and the 

unreliability of my own grading” (p. 84). 

How can teachers deal with this natural bias? The first 

step is to remain aware of our vulnerability to first 

impressions and our attraction to consistency. The 

online learning management system we use at my university has eased the problem 

to some extent for me. When marking student work, I cannot see the grades I have 

given them for previous assignments unless I deliberately look them up. And then I 

have to interrogate myself as to why I am doing this! Although Kahneman does not 

discuss the use of rubrics when marking essays, they are one means to guide our 

grading towards a degree of objectivity. Nevertheless, when grading reports for large 

classes, there are some students we inevitably know better than others, for multiple 

reasons. Recognizing handwriting can be avoided by requiring students to submit 
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word-processed reports, but it is very difficult to prevent ourselves from seeing the 

name at the top of the page. We can request they write their name on the reverse side 

of the last page of the paper. A better solution is to require the students to write their 

student number only.  

I am sure you can come up with many more solutions to this problem. And if this has 

started you thinking slowly, then my mission has been accomplished.  

 

Amanda Gillis-Furutaka, PhD, program chair of the JALT Mind, Brain, and Education SIG, is a professor of English at 
Kyoto Sangyo University in Japan. She researches and writes about insights from psychology and neuroscience that can 
inform our teaching practices and improve the quality of our lives, both inside and outside the classroom. 
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Brain Tricks, some using Fast Thinking, to Fool Your 

Friends 
 

  

Going deeper 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bx7Vl6klmw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bx7Vl6klmw
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Think Tank: 
Favorites 

 
Skye Playsted 

 

 

Scaffolding Feedback for Longer Term 
Knowledge Retention 

I don’t know about you, but I find that some old 

“pedagogical habits” (Alexander, 2008, p. 93) die hard. I 

noticed this as I began to reflect on the ways in which I 

gave verbal feedback to students in my classes. Rather 

than challenge them to find answers to questions 

themselves, my responses were usually a yes or no, or a 

quick answer to the question a student asked. If I asked 

a question, I usually had an answer in mind that I was 

looking for from students, so the dialogue between us 

wasn’t challenging them or drawing them towards 

finding new knowledge themselves. Alexander calls 

these habits of classroom questioning “pseudo-enquiry” 

(2008, p. 93). These patterns of interaction involve 

teachers asking open, unchallenging questions and giving “habitual…praise…rather 

than meaningful feedback” (Alexander, 2008, p. 93).  

So, what does this have to do with brain studies? How 

teachers ask questions and respond to students’ 

questions in class can help or hinder the brain’s ability 

to recall the answers. Finn and Metcalfe (2010) suggest 

that “all corrective feedback…is not created equal” (p. 

952). According to their research, it seems that the 

harder we have to work for a correct answer, the better (and longer) we remember it.  

In a series of experiments using an identical, general knowledge test, participants 

were given standard feedback (in which the correct answer to a question was given 

immediately), and scaffolded feedback (where students were given successive hints, 

but eventually discovered the correct answer themselves). Results suggested that “if 

All corrective 
feedback … is not 
created equal.  
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the goal is long-term knowledge 

retention…the student will be best served 

by scaffolded feedback” (Finn & Metcalfe, 

2010, p. 959). Similarly, Hardiman 

suggests in her “Brain-Targeted Teaching 

Model” that “providing incremental hints 

[will] allow students to arrive at the 

correct answer themselves” (Hardiman, 

2012, p. 14). 

In English language classes, one 

scaffolding strategy I use is to ask a 

question as feedback, rather than giving a 

yes or no answer to a student. By asking a 

student questions such as “What do you 

think? Where could you look to find the 

answer? Which part of this have you 

heard/seen before?” the student has an 

opportunity to retrieve information she 

may already know. These hard-won 

answers are remembered by students, 

and develop independent thinking as well 

as helping longer-term knowledge retention.  

 

Skye Playsted is a teacher who studied ethnomusicology, cello and German. She taught German and music for 20 years, and 

has always enjoyed singing and playing music with others. She now has a Graduate Certificate in TESOL and teaches in 

academic English and adult migrant English programs in Toowoomba, Queensland, Australia. Skye is completing her M Ed 

via distance education through the University of Wollongong in New South Wales, Australia.  

Email: skye.playsted@icloud.com 
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A fool's brain digests philosophy into folly, 

science into superstition, and art into 
pedantry. Hence University education.     

- George Bernard Shaw 
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Think Tank:  
Favorites 
 

Curtis Kelly 
 

 

My One Favorite Thing  

What is my one favorite thing in brain sciences? I pondered this question for a long 

time because there are so many ways neuroscience and psychology have changed my 

thinking and teaching. In regard to teaching (with links to past Think Tank issues), I 

use activities that arouse emotion, I make students stand up and bring their papers 

to me rather than collecting them myself, and I help my students avoid cognitive 

overload. Thanks to these discoveries in brain sciences, my teaching has evolved. 

Unfortunately, I have not been as successful in my personal life: I have tried to be 

more mindful, I feel guilty about not getting enough sleep, and I fool myself into 

believing I can avoid confirmation bias when listening to the news.  

 

Those were all topics in past issues, but there are some topics in future issues that 

have affected me too, such as neurodiversity. Working with our 

contributors on that issue, I have learned how ADHD, typically 

considered a serious disorder, goes hand-in-hand with, like 

many other “disorders,” an advantage as well. As Stephen Tonti 

tells us in his TED Talk, the AD is not “Attention Deficit,” it is 

“Attention Different.” If he is interested in something, he can 

hyperfocus on it all day and night. He added that it is far easier 

for him to read a 500-page novel that he loves than a single-

page article he is bored with.  

That rang a bell. That’s me too. So, I took an online test and I found I have ADHD 

tendencies as well, although I think it is just ADD without the hyperactivity. That test 

seemed a little ambiguous, so let me give you one of my own. Does this sound like 

you? 

You are writing an email to pass on some important information. You hit 

Compose and start writing. You want to include a video link someone else 

sent you, so you go back to your mail server and look for that old mail with 

the link. Then you see another mail that you have been waiting for has just 

come in. It’s on a completely different topic, but you open it anyway. It has 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfYm4zZXpsQ212cUE/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfbmJYVjZ6Q2xwODQ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfZVZueGNYYmlwNFk/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfZVZueGNYYmlwNFk/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfT3dyMm1rUVRDZjA/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfOUhRVTgxTUE4VUE/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5wSCrwbbeZfaUxpYzFZaU8zbW8/view
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uU6o2_UFSEY
https://www.additudemag.com/adhd-symptoms-test-adults/
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
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a link to an article that entices you to read it, so you do. And so on. It takes 

you forever to get back to that original email, if you ever get back at all. 

This happens to me almost every day. And once or twice a week I’ll wake up in the 

morning and see an open, unsent mail that I had been working on the morning 

before, but never got around to pasting in that damn link. If you are like this too, 

well, let’s see if we can figure out how to get some Adderall to experiment with. 

Anyway, that’s what I learned from the still evolving neurodiversity issue, but there 

are others coming that also sing like Odysseus' sirens: Positive Psychology; research-

tested classroom techniques; grammar as predictive processing; the neuroscience of 

culture….I can hardly wait! 

So, going back to the first question, my favorite 

thing; well, there are just too many favorite 

things and I love them all. You might as well ask 

me which of my daughters I love more. After all, I 

started reading and speaking about the brain way 

back in the mid-nineties, when we seriously 

believed in the Mozart Effect, so I have collected 

a pantheon of topics to worship and a museum of 

brain-friendly techniques to 

treasure. So, instead of choosing a favorite brain science finding or 

teaching technique, I’m going to choose something of a different 

nature: a favorite activity. Since the brain is unceasingly, 

irrepressibly predicting, I suspect you might have already guessed 

what it is: working on this magazine. 

There is no money in it, no fame; it takes a huge amount of time and, until recently, I 

doubted that anyone was even opening the issues. That did not matter, not a bit. I 

think I speak for Stephen and Julia too (as well as the many others who have helped: 

Marc, Amanda, Harumi, Tim, Skye…) when I say that exchanging mail with 

fascinating people, having a constant influx of new ideas to read, experiencing the 

nutritive pressure to read the science when I write my own articles, and more, have 

been a fulsome reward.  

So, my favorite? You are looking at it right now. 

 

Curtis Kelly (EDD) was the first coordinator of the JALT Mind, Brain, and Education SIG. He is a Professor at Kansai 

University in Japan and would like to express his gratitude to the Faculty of Business and Commerce for the research leave 

that allowed him to write this article. He has written over 30 books and 100 articles, and given over 400 presentations. His 

life mission is “to relieve the suffering of the classroom.” 

  

My favorite? The 
brain is unceasingly, 
irrepressibly 
predicting, so you 
have probably 
already guessed it. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adderall
http://brainblogger.com/2006/03/28/roundtable-the-mozart-effect-is-it-real/
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Plus: A Course 
 

 
John Duplice, Robert Murphy, Tom Gorham 

 

 

An Online Course we Recommend Because it 
Changed Our Lives 

 

The editors:  

For this month’s PLUS section, we are going to tell you about an online course that 

has been integral to our history. It is Harvard’s Neuroscience of Learning, taught by 

Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa. The course, starting Jan. 29, is once again open for 

enrollment.  

 

 
PSYC E-1609 
Neuroscience of Learning: An Introduction 
to Mind, Brain, Health, and Education 
Tracey Noel Tokuhama-Espinosa, PhD 

 

 

Three of our contributors – Robert Murphy, Tom Gorham, and John Duplice 

– took the course in the past. Each of them has told us it changed his life and 

recommended it. (Despite the high price and necessary study time, one of our editors 

just signed up.)  

We asked John, Tom, and Robert to tell us about it. After taking the course, John 

entered a PhD program; Tom went on to get a Masters in Harvard’s Mind, Brain, and 

Education Program and Robert began organizing FAB conferences on neuroELT. 

Those conferences allowed us to find other language teachers interested in the brain 

sciences. As a result, we could make the Mind, Brain, and Education SIG in JALT, 

the host of this magazine and, so far, our main source of authors. 

So, the course changed their lives, and indirectly, we hope it is changing yours! 

 

 

https://www.extension.harvard.edu/course-catalog/courses/neuroscience-of-learning-an-introduction-to-mind-brain-health-and-education/25122
https://www.extension.harvard.edu/course-catalog/courses/neuroscience-of-learning-an-introduction-to-mind-brain-health-and-education/25122
https://www.extension.harvard.edu/faculty-directory/tracey-noel-tokuhama-espinosa
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John Duplice: 

I can’t say enough about the effect taking Neuroscience of Learning with Tracy 

Tokuyama-Espinosa has had on my life. I was at a crossroads of my teaching career 

when I signed up for the class. The four months of work, eye-opening lectures and 

discussions led me on a path to get a second Master’s degree and into my current 

PhD program. 

 

While it is a bit cliché to say “you get what you put into something,” in this course it 

is absolutely true. The support and personalized attention you receive in areas such 

as writing and implementing MBE into your curriculum, is outstanding. If you are up 

for the challenge and ready to have your teaching philosophy turned on its head, I 

strongly recommend taking this course. 

 

John Duplice has been a university and corporate teacher for 20 years. He is currently teaching in the Center for Language 

Education and Research at Sophia University. His current research focus is on learning sciences and academic writing for 

ELLs. John is additionally working on his PhD in Applied Linguistics. 

 

 

 

Robert Murphy: 

the summer of 2008, I attended the Mind, Brain, and Education Institute held at the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education. It was the first time I met Dr. Kurt Fischer 

(of Dynamic Skill Theory fame). He was the key person in creating the Mind, Brain, 

and Education graduate program at Harvard and is therefore widely regarded as the 

father of this field; without him, there would be no MBE. After studying under Kurt, I 

began presenting on MBE content in Japan. 

Then, a great announcement came from Harvard in 2009: Kurt was starting up a 

full-semester course in MBE, to be offered on campus and online simultaneously via 

Harvard Extension! Of course, I jumped at the chance to take such a course. I took it 
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for Master’s credit and Kurt graciously mentored me through my MA at Birmingham 

and advised me in my PhD work. 

How does this connect to neuroELT in Japan? That 

Harvard course (PSYCH E-1609) was fantastically 

well-designed, and the content built up to a final 

goal that was meant to be collaborative — and was 

meant to change the world of teaching by using 

MBE principles. The challenge was to come up with 

a worthy personal goal. After much encouragement 

from Kurt, we decided that I’d take on a much more 

serious role in introducing MBE principles to the 

field of EFL in Japan. So, with Kurt as my mentor, I 

joined like-minded academics in Japan (initially it was Curtis Kelly, Marc Helgesen, 

and Tim Murphey) — and we started what is now known as neuroELT. It was at that 

time that we began our FAB conferences. Those conferences have since gone 

international; for example, FAB11 was a joint 

conference with KOTESOL in Seoul. Since FAB 

conferences were becoming internationalized, a few 

years down the road we started up a SIG within JALT 

to focus more on the local needs (EFL in Japan). For 

me, all of these wonderful academic events and 

endeavors literally took shape because of that final 

project for the PSYCH E-1609 course at Harvard. It all 

leads back to that one course in MBE — I kid you not. 

Kurt Fischer has since retired, but I am very happy to say that my good friend Tracey 

Tokuhama-Espinosa is now the teacher of the E-1609 course. Many of you know her 

through her books, and because she was our Plenary Speaker at FAB 8. Knowing how 

much E-1609 changed my life and influenced EFL in Japan, I urge all of you to 

consider taking the course, too. I’m so excited just thinking about all the great things 

we will be able to accomplish collectively. 

 

Robert S. Murphy is a PhD candidate and Associate Professor, University of Kitakyushu. After researching Science Teacher 

Education at the University of Oxford, Robert studied Mind, Brain, and Education (Harvard Graduate School of Education) 

and Neuroimaging (University of Edinburgh). He has an MA TESOL (University of Birmingham). and is a leading voice in 

neuroELT. 

 

Tom Gorham: 

It would be impossible for me to recommend this class more highly. Personally, I 

think It should be a required course for all teachers. The material that is covered is 

wide-ranging, yet still very accessible and practical. More importantly, it is absolutely 

http://traceytokuhama.com/index.php?option=com_tz_portfolio&view=portfolio&Itemid=312
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fascinating. I personally heard many students describe how this class changed their 

lives and I count myself among them.  

While studying Mind, Brain, and Education science at the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education, I had the good fortune 

to meet many amazing educators. Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa 

stands out from the crowd, though. She’s easily one of the best 

teachers I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with. Not to 

mention, she has excellent taste in choosing teaching assistants 

for the course; I’ve personally worked with Julia, Drew, Erin, 

and Juad, and not only are they great people to begin with, 

Tracey really brings out the best in them.  

Finally, the pedagogical design of the class must be mentioned. The course is made to 

accommodate learners entering at any starting point. When I was a teaching 

assistant for the class, we had a high school student and students with graduate 

degrees; we had teachers and people completely outside of the field of education. Yet 

Tracey was able to bring everyone up to speed and to nurture their learning. Even 

students who were initially nervous about the technology involved in online learning 

quickly felt at ease.  

In short, join the class; you won’t regret it! 

 

Tom Gorham teaches at J. F. Oberlin University in Tokyo, Japan. He has an Ed.M., with a concentration in e-Learning. 

from the University of Illinois and recently earned a second Ed.M. from the Harvard University Graduate School of 

Education’s Mind, Brain, and Education program, where he won the HGSE Impact Award. 

 

 

 
 

Do you ever wonder 

how young folks get 

into the field?  

Watch this sincere, but 
unintentionally funny,  
YouTube video!  
 
(and read some of the comments) 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jafV-1Ud3Mc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jafV-1Ud3Mc
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is produced by the Japan Association for Language Teaching (JALT) 
Mind, Brain, and Education Special Interest Group (BRAIN SIG).  
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Stephen M. Ryan,  Julia Daley 

Curtis H. Kelly,  Marc Helgesen 
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• SIG Members’ Survey: We want to  
know more about our BRAIN SIG  
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. 

 
https://brainsig.typeform.com/to/dRPYaE 

 

 
 

• Contact address: to discuss writing for us or any other issue: 

BrainSIG+ThinkTankTeam@gmail.com 

 

• Past issues: https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications

• How to write a Think Tank: https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/
publications/think-tanks
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mailto:BrainSIG+ThinkTankTeam@gmail.com
https://brainsig.typeform.com/to/dRPYaE
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications/think-tanks
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