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In this issue: 
 

Our introductory video speakers, 
Matthew Lieberman and Louis 
Cozolino are recognized as leading 
experts on the social brain. Julia 
Daley will summarize their ideas and 
describe the social brain in her opening 
piece.  
 
To start the Think Tank, our guest 
editor from Australia, Skye Playsted, 
will examine the social needs of learners 
in her speaking classes. Veteran Marc 
Helgesen passes on a delightful, social-brain-based ELT activity that is likely to 
result in new friends and maybe even new couples. Harumi Kimura will then 
follow with a deeper look at the social brain in the classroom: insights on incivility 
and social instigation that she found in her research. Then, Michelle Ocriciano 
reminds us that educational leadership must consider the social brain as well. 
  
In the Plus, Glenn Magee offers us a book review of Lieberman’s much acclaimed 
Social, just before Alessandro Grimaldi closes the issue with a personal story. 
He tells us how his means to explore the high degree of language anxiety in one of 
his classes turned out to be its solution. As we struggle with distanced and 
distancing classes during the pandemic, we consider this issue especially timely. 
 

 

Our cover: A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for. - J. Shedd, 1928 

photo by Srinivas JD on unsplash.com  

 Subscribe Unsubscribe  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6sR1Tku3cs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6sR1Tku3cs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MYokFn1nw4Q
https://unsplash.com/@kirisrini
https://unsplash.com/
https://www.mindbrained.org/subscribe/
https://neuroelt.us12.list-manage.com/unsubscribe?u=4a72c25491651c8f4a16f7512&id=6a87b63f33
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6sR1Tku3cs
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Social Brain 
 

 

The Social Brain  

Super Social Students 
 
 
Julia Daley recaps the most important points in Lieberman’s talk to help us 
understand what the social brain is, and its all-important role in learning. 
 
 
 

 

The Think Tank 

 

Nurturing Learners’ Relationships and 
Confidence in the Speaking Skills 
Classroom 
 
Skye Playsted (guest editor this month) shows us how an educator must build a 
positive social atmosphere in the language classroom for learners to thrive. 
 
 
 
 

The Social Brain in Practice: 36 Questions 
for Making Friends 

  
Marc Helgesen offers us a printable one-page activity to help students bond 
early on, an important factor in both learning and well-being. 

 
  

(click on titles) 
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Tapping into the Social Brain to Tackle 
Classroom Incivility: Emotional and Social 
Intelligence 
 
Harumi Kimura gives us an early look at her research in which she discovered 
that some of the side talk in pair or group work has a special purpose. 
 

 

 

Leadership and the Social Brain: A Case for 
Empathy  
 
Michelle Ocriciano reminds us that teacher-student and student-student 
relationships are not the only ones in school, teacher-teacher and teacher-
administrator relationships are also vital, and require us to look at leadership. 

 

 

Plus 

 

Book Review: Social by Matthew Lieberman 

 
Glenn Magee gives us a summary of Lieberman’s inspiring, mind-changing, 
and highly readable book, Social. 
 
 
 

The Anxious Elephant in the Room 

 
Alessandro Grimaldi worries about his learners’ anxieties and tries to find out 
more about them. In the process, he solves most of the problem. 
 

Call for Contributions  
 
Think Tank Staff 
 
 

 

 

  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1074713895973941/?resurrect_cookie=1#_=_
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The Social Brain 
 

 
 
 

Julia Daley  
 

 

Super Social Students 

It probably goes without saying that the single reason students study another 

language is to learn how to communicate in that language. We cannot socialize with 

other people without using language. And yet, how often do we encounter language 

classrooms with no social interaction at all beyond a teacher lecturing about 

grammar to passive students? When do these students actually socialize with each 

other in their target language? 

 No wonder so many students lose interest in or give up on language learning.  

In the main video for this month’s issue, Matthew Lieberman talks about two 

superpowers of the brain: the benefits of social pain and the ability to “mentalize.” It 

certainly seems pretty counterintuitive to think of social pain as a superpower, but 

Lieberman argues that our need to 

socialize—and the (very real) pain we 

experience after instances of social 

rejection—is at the very core of human 

survival and drives all that we do. He 

presents evidence showing how social 

pain is as neurologically real as physical 

pain, involving the same areas of the 

brain; surprisingly, the pain of social 

rejection can be eased just like the pain 

of a headache, by taking some Tylenol. 

His research gives us another 

compelling reason to prevent bullying in 

our classrooms, as students 

experiencing the social pain of being 

bullied have impaired learning abilities. 

Just as we wouldn’t expect students to 

sit in a classroom and continue learning 

while bleeding from an open wound, we 

shouldn’t ask them to try and “put away” 

their social pain and focus instead on 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h6sR1Tku3cs
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the classwork. Instead, we need to make our classrooms a safe space for students to 

socialize and learn together with their peers. 

 The other superpower, 

mentalizing, is our ability to guess 

at the thoughts and emotions of 

another person: to essentially “read 

their minds.” According to 

Lieberman, we do this almost 

constantly while interacting with 

others. This ability isn’t perfect, of 

course; nonetheless, it’s an activity 

that our minds engage in 

persistently. One way of leveraging 

this particular superpower with 

students is through the use of peer 

tutoring. Lieberman suggests that, 

rather than the typical pattern of 

having a student who has mastered 

the content tutor their struggling 

peers, we should instead do the 

opposite by tasking the struggling 

student with teaching the content 

to their peers. He argues that learning something in order to teach it is the most 

effective way of learning because it activates the “social thinking” regions of the brain 

instead of the “analytic thinking” regions. When we engage in learning something to 

teach to others, our brains approach the material differently, and we end up learning 

the content more deeply.  

Since the goal of language learning is socializing, there’s plenty of ways that language 

teachers can nurture these superpowers in classrooms. For instance, instead of 

lecturing about a grammar point to students, why not introduce them to some 

materials about the grammar point and have them teach it to their peers? Doing so in 

a Jigsaw style would be an easy, interactive way to encourage deeper mastery of the 

grammar point. If we embed socialization into our activities, students will be more 

motivated to do them. Even in the current age of remote learning, we can find ways 

to make activities interactive by utilizing tools such as Flipgrid or chatrooms so that 

students can activate their “social thinking” brain regions while they work with the 

material.  

Along with the two superpowers, Lieberman talked about a social kryptonite that we 

all have a tendency to experience: forgetting just how important socialization is. Of 

course, we know that social connections are important, but how often do we 

consistently encourage their formation between students in our classroom activities? 

Purely analytical tasks like listening to lectures, dictation exercises, and filling in the 

https://info.flipgrid.com/
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blanks on worksheets are this kryptonite in 

action, as they do not readily allow for students 

to turn on their “social thinking” brain regions. 

When students lose sight of the communicative 

goal of language learning, they can lose interest 

in the entire endeavor.  

So, then, as educators we have to avoid falling 

victim to this kryptonite and instead design our 

classrooms to allow our students to use their 

social superpowers to the fullest. In this 

month’s issue, we hope to give you some tools 

you can use in your superhero toolbelt by 

exploring the social brain more deeply and 

examining techniques that encourage 

socialization in the classroom.  

 

 
Julia Daley is a lecturer at Hiroshima Bunkyo University, where she teaches English conversation 
and writing. She earned her MA in TESL at Northern Arizona University and is certified to teach 
secondary English in Arizona. She appreciates everyone’s patience as she learns how to develop a 
website.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Time for a smile: 

Don’t forget the 

romantic 
relationships our 

learners seek! 

 

https://www.mindbrained.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rV8Pb-6MZ8k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rV8Pb-6MZ8k
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Think Tank:  
Social Brain 
 

Skye Playsted  
 

 
 

Nurturing Learners’ Relationships and 
Confidence in the Speaking Skills Classroom 

We know that people have social needs but, after many years in the classroom, I find 

I’m only just beginning to understand the importance of social brain research to 

teaching and learning. In this article, I’ll discuss how social brain research is relevant 

to English language teaching. It’s relevant to all areas of education, of course, but my 

focus will be on classes in which speaking skills are taught.  

Psychologists have found that our brains spend a lot of time engaged in mental 

processes involved in perceiving and interpreting social interactions. We even have a 

network in our brain that is devoted to watching others and determining their 

thoughts, moods, and intentions, a network that is active every moment it can be, a 

kind of default (Lieberman, 2013).It seems that the brain is built to “thrive…on 

interaction with others” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2011, p. 452). From the moment a 

baby is born, it needs social support in order to survive, and human social behaviour 

involves constantly reading others' facial expressions and tones of voice to interpret 

their intentions towards each other. Even our bodies are tuned in to our social needs; 

research has found that the same brain region makes us feel social pain (for example, 

when we are rejected or lose a loved one) as physical pain (Jaremke et al., 2011). 

Some researchers have suggested that our social needs are so important, that 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs should be inverted, because it's our social needs rather 

than our physiological needs which are the most basic for survival (Lieberman, 

2013).  

It’s one thing to realise that the social brain is important for survival, but how does 

this translate into its importance for the 

classroom? Part of the answer to this lies 

in the brain’s ability to adapt and learn as 

it encounters different experiences. This 

includes our experiences of relationships, 

and so Cozolino (2013) suggests that a 

teacher’s relationships in the classroom "shape the brains of [his or her] students" (p. 

42). This is because these relationships are similar to the relationship between a 

parent and a child, and therefore activate changes to the brain that are similar to 

those caused by the parent-child relationship. It also means that early relational 

Humans have a strong 
social need to connect, 
belong, and feel valued.  

https://mcgovern.mit.edu/2019/10/04/what-is-the-social-brain/
https://www.verywellmind.com/social-cognition-2795912
https://www.verywellmind.com/social-cognition-2795912
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Social-Why-brains-wired-connect/dp/0199645043
https://www.amazon.com/Mind-Brain-Education-Science-Comprehensive/dp/0393706079
https://www.parentingscience.com/newborns-and-the-social-world.html
https://www.parentingscience.com/newborns-and-the-social-world.html
https://www.edge.org/conversation/naomi_eisenberger-social-pain
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15298860903513881
https://drive.google.com/uc?export=download&id=1_LGjn4qLtBjV4VwC5rWdAPeLpxe8K5V2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Social-Neuroscience-Education-Optimizing-Attachment/dp/0393706095
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3774302/
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experiences (for example, of attachment to carers, of fear, anxiety, or stress) affect 

how we engage with learning later in life, because those early experiences trigger 

responses in the brain which affect memory, attention, and concentration. In 

addition, the brain’s structure changes throughout adolescence. Our social sensitivity 

during this time skyrockets, as our brains become increasingly social and peer 

relationships dominate our lives. This affects learning and behaviour. Throughout 

adolescence, the regions in the brain which are activated during social and emotional 

processes undergo changes, as neural networks are reorganised to develop 

independence and “new attachments, behaviours, and goals” (Cozolino, 2013, p 34). 

You can read about adolescence and the brain in one of our 2018 Think Tanks. 

So, how can we take advantage of the social brain, what Lieberman calls our 

Superpower. I’ll focus on the area of teaching speaking skills in the English language 

classroom, but I hope you’ll consider your own teaching context and how similar 

principles might apply there. In particular, there are three points from Cozolino's 

work on social neuroscience and education which really stood out to me as applicable 

to the speaking skills classroom: 1) how to create a safe community in the classroom; 

2) how to encourage risk taking to build confidence; and 3) how to be aware of the 

power of “emotional attunement” (Cozolino, 2013, p. 139) in the classroom. 

Firstly, students in speaking classes need to feel that the class offers them a safe, 

encouraging community. Humans have a strong social need to “connect, belong, and 

feel valued” (Cozolino, 2013, p. 126). Anxiety about speaking in a second language is 

common, and TESOL studies have reported its effects for years (you can read about 

this in Dewaele & Alfawzan’s 2018 study on enjoyment and anxiety factors in the 

language classroom, for example, or in earlier research on foreign language anxiety 

by Horwitz et al., 1986). Students who are feeling anxious or may have anxiety-

https://www.learningandthebrain.com/blog/social-brain/
https://drive.google.com/uc?export=download&id=0B5wSCrwbbeZfQ0l2NkRUbDFYeTQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NNhk3owF7RQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NNhk3owF7RQ
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324059437_Does_the_effect_of_enjoyment_outweigh_that_of_anxiety_in_foreign_language_performance
https://www.jstor.org/stable/327317?seq=1
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inducing tests looming need to be surrounded by positive, supportive relationships. 

Secure classroom relationships can minimise anxiety. Being in a supportive 

community has physical benefits that reduce anxiety, too: lower blood pressure, 

decreased stress hormones, and an increased production of immune-promoting cells 

(Cozolino, 2013). Think about how you structure your lessons and the routines you 

use to begin classes. A pair or whole-class speaking activity which encourages 

students to reflect on a positive event, memory, a learning goal they’ve achieved, or a 

fellow student’s success can be a positive way to start lessons. Using sentence starters 

can scaffold this initially for less confident students or for students who are at 

beginning levels of English. Sometimes changing groups (as a rotational group 

speaking activity) can help students to develop a rapport with others in the class they 

don’t know well and can break down relational barriers. Similarly, information gap 

activities with a “get to know you” focus or a class outing early in the term can 

encourage a sense of community. 

Confidence is another area that affects students’ willingness to take risks in speaking 

in a new language. Second language acquisition research has identified personal 

anxieties as a source of stress when learning a new language (Young, 1991). Stressed 

brains lose their plasticity and struggle to learn or remember. Anxiety activates the 

brain’s amygdala (the part of the brain which triggers our “fight-or-flight" response) 

and this releases chemicals such as cortisol, which inhibit the brain’s ability to think 

and learn. You may have heard statistics claiming that the fear of speaking in public 

rates higher on most people’s “fear lists” than the fear of dying! Lieberman (2013) 

explains that this is not so much to do with the act of speaking, but because “it hurts 

to be rejected” (p. 39). It’s important to take this kind of social fear into account 

when we are helping students to learn a new language. We can help them by giving  

https://unbabel.com/blog/foreign-language-anxiety/
https://www.academia.edu/9357171/Creating_a_Low_Anxiety_Classroom_Environment_What_Does_Language_Anxiety_Research_Suggest
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-brain-plasticity-2794886#:~:text=Brain%20plasticity%2C%20also%20known%20as,as%20a%20result%20of%20experience.
https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/understanding-the-stress-response
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/stress/art-20046037
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clear instructions and making the expectations or guidelines for a speaking activity 

clear at the beginning of the task. If learners see themselves as poor achievers in 

English, it will take a teacher some time and “emotional nurturance” (Cozolino, 2013, 

p. 168) in the classroom to build up students' confidence and willingness to take risks 

in speaking English. 

The third thing I had not considered before reading research on the social brain was 

the concept of “emotional attunement” (Cozolino, 2013, p. 139). Research has 

suggested that some neurons in the brain activate a mirroring of another person’s 

actions (Di Pellegrino et al., 1992). This is an ongoing area of study, and there have 

been different views put forward about the role of these “mirror neurons.” You can 

read Curtis Kelly and Amanda Gillis-Furutaka's discussion about this in one of our 

previous Think Tanks. Bearing that in mind, if the mirroring concept is true for 

physical actions (for example, we might automatically smile back at someone who 

smiles at us), social brain research suggests that this can also apply to emotions 

(Frith, 2007). We imitate and predict emotional responses by tuning in to the 

emotions of those around us. In the same way that the brain’s motor networks are 

activated to tune in to what we see being done by someone else, its emotional 

networks tune in to what we see is being felt by another person, which Cozolino 

(2013) refers to as "emotional attunement" (p. 139). 

It’s important to consider our emotional 

influence as teachers of students who 

are already experiencing emotions like 

anxiety. If we express a positive, 

optimistic, and encouraging attitude 

towards them, our students’ behaviour 

 It’s important to 
consider our emotional 
influence as teachers… 

https://online.mc.edu/articles/education/importance-of-positive-regard-in-education.aspx
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF00230027
http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2016/mirror-neurons-quarter-century-new-light-new-cracks/
https://www.mindbrained.org/mar-2020-embodiment/
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstb.2006.2003
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and achievements can improve (Cozolino, 2013). On the other hand, our negative 

emotions can also affect students as they pick up emotionally on our fatigue, stress, 

or frustration. I realised the power of this when I was assessing a student in a one-to-

one speaking task some time ago. The young woman was hesitant about speaking in 

English and was clearly anxious about being in a test situation. While I was aware of 

this, I was also under pressure to conduct several tests in a short period of time, so I 

was feeling rushed and not in a relaxed frame of mind. I’m sure I wasn’t making a lot 

of eye contact with my student as I quickly looked through and marked questions 

rather than pausing to engage her in the interaction and give her time to answer. 

After a couple of questions, I realised how nervous she was and how distracted I was. 

I stopped my flurry of marking, took time to look at her and smile and encouraged 

her as she hesitantly began to answer the next question. She seemed to relax 

immediately and smiled back at me as I nodded, smiled, and encouraged her 

speaking attempts. She also began to speak with fewer hesitations and was more 

confident with English than she had appeared to be at the beginning of the test. 

  

There is much to learn about the connections between social and cognitive areas in 

relation to language teaching and learning. Since our brains are primarily social, and 

relationships dominate, building students’ confidence and reducing the effects of 

anxiety are important considerations for every class we teach, but especially for 
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classes where students are taking the risk to speak in a new language. By taking time 

to consider the powerful effects that emotions have on others, teachers of anxious 

learners can establish the calm, secure and positive environment that their students 

need to express themselves without fear. These are the classes that teach students 

much more than words to remember for a test. And it's these types of positive 

classroom experiences that help students discover what they can do in a new 

language, rather than reinforce what they may have believed they couldn’t. 

 
Skye Playsted is a wife, mother, teacher, and PhD student at the University of Wollongong, Australia. She has 
taught in schools, vocational colleges, and in a university Academic English program in Australia for the past 25 
years. She loves to work with students from refugee backgrounds and is particularly interested in working with 
preliterate adults who are learning English for the first time. Skye has been awarded an Australian government 
scholarship to research teachers' professional learning in English pronunciation teaching. 
https://skyeplaystedtesol.wordpress.com/ 
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Think Tank:  
Social Brain 

Marc Helgesen  
 

 

The Social Brain in Practice: 36 Questions for 
Making Friends  

Dr. Arthur Aron, a psychologist and researcher at State University of New York–

Stony Brook, with colleagues, published an article about a series of 36 questions that 

he says can increase people’s emotional connection (Aron et al., 1997). The questions 

are in three parts of twelve questions each. At each level, there is a deepening of the 

content of the questions. For example, at the first level, there are items like, “Would 

you like to be famous? In what way?” and “For what in your life do you feel most 

grateful?” Not that the questions are 

superficial small talk. In set one, an 

item asks, “Do you have a secret hunch 

about how you will die?” But by the 

time in interlocutors get to set three, 

they are talking about things like, 

“Complete this sentence: ‘I wish I had 

someone with whom I could share…’” 

and “When did you last cry in front of another person?” Aron and colleagues describe 

the deepening of topics as “escalating, reciprocal, personalistic self-disclosure, and 

intimacy-associated behaviors” (p. 364).  

In the study, pairs of people talked 

about the topics in a random order. 

They had fifteen minutes for each set of 

items. Afterwards, they did surveys 

called “Inclusion of Other in the Self 

Scale” and “Subjective Closeness 

Index.” The study found they the 

participants had become closer 

interpersonally.  

I rewrote the questions into language 

my students will find more comprehensible (see p. 16). I also changed the 

instructions. I gave them three minutes of “think time” for each section. Rather than 

talking about all 36 questions, they choose those they find the most interesting. 

Naturally, this means they can avoid deeper questions if they are uncomfortable. 

Anecdotal evidence is that students often find the challenging topics more 

36 questions that can 
increase people’s emotional 
connection. At each level, 
there is a deepening of the 
content of the questions. 

http://stafforini.com/docs/Aron%20et%20al%20-%20The%20experimental%20generation%20of%20interpersonal%20closeness.pdf
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interesting. Like the original task, my revision takes about 45 minutes of class time. 

Note that I added a few words of Japanese to make it more comprehensible. You 

might want to consider adding some L1 support if you use it with students from other 

countries.  

I’m not making any claims about tremendous results, but when I came across the 

information, I thought it had potential to be the basis of a good fluency activity.  

More on the study itself: The researchers didn’t claim that the questions were 

designed to create a permanent relationship. They were only testing whether the task 

increased the feeling of closeness. They found it did. The popular press often 

exaggerates. Psychology Today (Ehrenfeld, 2013) reported on it, fairly accurately as 

“36 Questions to Bring You Closer Together.” The New York Times (Jones, 2015) 

raised the stakes a bit, calling it, “The 36 questions that Lead to Love.” Reader’s 

Digest, took it a step further, framing it as “The 36 Questions That Can Make You 

Fall in Love with Anyone” (2020).  
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Author’s note: I learned about Aron, et al.’s research from a UC-Berkeley Greater Good 

Science Center Science of Happiness podcast: 
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Photos © Clipart.com Used under license.  

 

Marc Helgesen, Miyagi Gakuin Women’s University, Sendai, Japan is an author of many article and books 
including English Teaching and the Science of Happiness (ABAX) and the English Firsthand series, Pearson. His 
websites include https://ELTandHappiness.com 
and https://helgesenhandouts.weebly.com/ 
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Becoming friends 
 
This is a conversation activity. It is based on a scientific study on 
deep communication.  
 
Find a partner. Choose someone you don’t know very well. Choose someone you 
want to know better. Sit together.  
 

 

Set I Spend 3 minutes looking at the questions. 

Check (√) the ones that seem most interesting. Now 
talk for 10 minutes. Ask and answer questions. Take 
turns.  

 

Set II These questions are a little deeper. 3 

minutes to look at the questions. 10 minutes to talk. 
The other person goes first. 
 

1. You can have dinner with anyone in the world. 
Who would you choose? 

2. Would you like to be famous? For what? 

3. Before making a telephone call, do you ever 
practice what you are going to say? Why? 

4. What would be a “perfect” day for you? 

5. When did you last sing to yourself? To someone 
else? 

6. Imagine you could live to the age of 90. You can 
either have the mind of a 30-year-old for the rest 
of your life. Or you could have the body of a 30-
year-old for the rest of your life. Which would you 
want? 

7. How do you think you will die? 

8. What are three things you and your partner have in 
common (things that are the same)? 

9. For what in your life do you feel most thankful? 

10. If you could change anything about the way you 
were raised, what would it be? 

11. Take three minutes. Tell your partner your life 
story. Give as much information as possible. 

12. If you could have one new quality or ability, what 
would it be? 

 

13. Imagine you could know anything about yourself, 
your life, the future, or anything else. What would 
you want to know? 

14. Is there something that you’ve dreamed of doing 
for a long time? Why haven’t you done it? 

15. What is the greatest thing you’ve ever done? 

16. What do you value most in a friendship? 

17. What is your most special good memory? 

18. What is your most terrible memory? 

19. Imagine you knew you would die one year from 
now. Would you change anything about the way 
you are now living? Why? 

20. What does friendship mean to you? 

21. What roles do love and friendliness play in your 
life? 

22. What are some positive things about your 
partner. Take turns. Say 
three things each.  

23. How close and warm 
is your family?  

24. How do you feel 
about your relationship 
with your mother? 

 
 

Set III These questions are even deeper. 3 minutes to look at the questions. 10 minutes to talk.  

The other person goes first. 
 

25. Together, make three true “we” statements each. For instance, “We are both in this room feeling…"   

26. Complete this sentence: “I wish I had someone with whom I could share (分かち合う）…" 

27. Imagine you and your partner are becoming good friends. Tell her something important for her to know 
about you.  

28. Tell your partner what you like about them. Be very honest. Say things that you might not say to someone 
you just met. 

29. Talk about an embarrassing moment in your life. 

30. When did you cry in front of another person? By yourself? 

31. Tell your partner something that you like about them [already]. 

32. What, if anything, is too serious to make a joke about? 

33. Imagine you die tonight. What would you most regret (後悔する) not having told 
someone? Why haven’t you told them yet? 

34. Your house catches fire. You save your loved ones and pets. You have time to save 
one more thing. What would it be? Why? 

35. Of all the people in your family, whose death would you find most difficult? Why? 

36. Talk about a personal problem. Ask your partner’s advice on what to do. 
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When calling in the experts can lead to a breakthrough 

  

 
With much 
appreciated 
permission 
from Dan 
Piraro, 
Bizarro.com 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rS-mWHNvQbo
file://///Users/ctskelly2020imac/Dropbox%20(Kansai%20University)/Brain%20SIG/publications/BRAIN%20SIG%20Pubs/Think%20Tanks/%2525Think%20Tanks%20In%20Progress/TT8%20Social%20Brain/Bizarro.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rS-mWHNvQbo
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Think Tank:  
Social Brain 
 

Harumi Kimura  
  

 

Tapping into the Social Brain to Tackle 
Classroom Incivility: Emotional and Social 
Intelligence 

Language teachers regularly put their students into pairs and groups, hoping that 

they will be active in their interaction. They hope that their students will have ample 

time for attentive listening, make use of speaking opportunities, negotiate for 

meaning, and exchange ideas in another language. They believe that, through small 

group activities, their students can use the language more, develop accuracy, fluency, 

and confidence, and learn to become 

proficient users of the language. These 

benefits of pair-work and groupwork 

(henceforth “small group work”) are 

appealing to teachers and in most 

foreign language learning situations; 

they are practically the only way to have 

students practice the L2.  

However, the potential benefits of small 

group work in L2 learning may not be 

as easily achieved as most teachers 

naïvely expect, especially when their 

students are not willing to participate 

in the activity or work cooperatively 

with others. The measures we can take 

to tackle these problems come down to 

being able to tap into students’ social 

brain and “to create with others joint 

intentions and joint commitments in 

cooperative endeavors” (Tomasello, 

2009, p. xiii). You may say this is just 

pie in the sky in the real world. Maybe 

so, but let me explain anyway why I 

think this is the way to go and why I 

believe it is reasonable. 
Harumi Kimura’s students at Miyagi Women’s University before the 

pandemic.” 

https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/why-we-cooperate
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/why-we-cooperate


 

 19 

 

Students’ Disrespectful Behaviors and Coping 

Five years ago, I investigated how students perceive and deal with peers’ unfavorable, 

problematic attitudes and behaviors in L2 classrooms in Japan (Kimura, 2015). 

Researchers have named them incivility (Bjorklund & Rehling, 2010). I have been 

studying and implementing cooperative learning (Jacobs et al., 2002) in L2 

classrooms. I believe that fundamental cooperative principles such as individual 

accountability (everybody should contribute to the group) and positive 

interdependence (members of the group should depend on each other for the group 

to succeed) are key concepts to have small groups function effectively, but I also 

know that cooperative learning is neither a panacea nor even a partial remedy: The 

principles do not magically transform classroom practices or the atmosphere (Jacobs 

& Kimura, 2013). First of all, activities should be planned with thought, but even 

when activities are planned with the above-mentioned principles in mind and 

employed within a good plan, the plan does not always work out as expected and 

group members do not seem to be active or happy. Members sit together in close 

proximity, with the learning materials on their desks, but some pairs or groups just 

sit silently, without much engagement. They are apparently reluctant to learn and 

they seem to waste their learning opportunity. I wanted to find out what partners 

and groupmates think about peer reluctance and how they cope with it. 

First of all, I found that Japanese university students did not like it when their 

partner or groupmates were disrespectful or freeriding on others’ work and not 

contributing to the group (Kimura, 2015). Students were likely to be concerned about 

two things: a) the emotional well-being of their reluctant partners and b) fairness in 

terms of equal/unequal participation. They were also unhappy when their peers were 

not listening to them or were using group time to do homework for other classes. The 

active members wanted to work together and complete the task assigned to the 

pair/group. On the other hand, they cared less when their partner or groupmates 

came to class late or without doing homework. These behaviors were not viewed 

favorably, but they did not seem to damage their interpersonal relations much. 

Student perception of bad attitudes and bad behaviors primarily concerned their 

social well-being: whether or not members were respectful of each other. 

In the same study, I also found that students often used side conversations to get 

their reluctant partners involved in the cooperative work. Unfortunately, side 

conversations annoy most teachers. Teachers normally take them as a bad, disruptive 

behavior and students know this. However, some students reported that they often 

started their small group work with a side conversation to create social harmony 

before starting the target interaction for learning. Other strategies included 

demonstrating good learning behaviors to motivate or pressure less motivated 

students, and showing understanding to those who looked tired, sleepy, or unwilling 

https://www.cambridgescholars.com/current-issues-in-secondforeign-language-teaching-and-teacher-development
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567550903252801
https://www.amazon.com/Teachers-Sourcebook-Cooperative-Learning-Techniques/dp/1634503686
https://sites.tesol.org/Bookstore/ItemDetail?iProductCode=059&Category=ELTD
https://sites.tesol.org/Bookstore/ItemDetail?iProductCode=059&Category=ELTD
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to participate. Through these socializing attempts, some students appealed to their 

peers to participate, while at the same time demonstrating support and sympathy. 

On the other hand, some students are hesitant in encouraging their reluctant peers. 

Some even gave up working together or sharing the workload. As we can see, 

students cope with peer incivility in different ways, so I wondered what makes this 

difference. I made a seemingly reasonable, but speculative, guess that some students 

were more emotionally and/or socially intelligent than others. Inspired by a study by 

Gkonou and Mercer (2015), who investigated L2 teachers’ emotional and social 

intelligence and their classroom management skills, I decided to conduct a pilot 

study with Japanese L2 learners on relationships between students’ emotional and 

social intelligence on the one hand, and incivility coping on the other. I planned to 

examine what learner characteristics are related to positive coping strategies. 

Emotional and Social Intelligence 

Daniel Goleman made the idea of emotional intelligence (EI) popular among the 

general public (Goleman, 1995, 1998). He argues that successful learning depends 

not only on abilities such as memory and logical thinking, but also on other qualities, 

i.e., EI. He defines EI as “the capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of 

others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in 

our relationships” (1998, p. 317). What is special about his definition is (a) EI has the 

motivational aspect in his conceptualization and (b) it concerns both one’s own 

emotions and others’. 

Social intelligence (SI) is closely linked to emotional intelligence, but it focuses on 

social interactions and relationships, and high SI contributes to building rapport 

with other people (Goleman, 2006). Conceptually, SI is similar to interpersonal 

intelligence in Gardner’s multiple intelligences (MI) theory (Gardner, 1983). 

Gardner’s theory rejects, as EI does, the unitary concept of intelligence that people 

usually associate with IQ tests, and promotes other strengths people do not usually 

call intelligences. In fact, SI is similar to what cooperative learning scholars call 

collaborative skills: the skills people need to perform constructive dialogue with 

others. Among the skills are listening attentively, offering suggestions, praising 

others, and taking turns appropriately. Buhrmester et al. (1988) call a collection of 

those skills “interpersonal competence.” 

I wanted to know a little bit more in detail than my gut feeling that supportive 

students deal with difficult peers in wise ways. While EI and SI are still the focus of 

debate (e.g., Waterhouse, 2006), I decided to use these constructs to evaluate the 

ability of students to deal with reluctant peers. I followed the example of Gkounou 

and Mercer (2015), who investigated teacher characteristics, and conducted a pilot 

https://iateflesolsig.files.wordpress.com/2019/04/pub_g211_eltra_gkonou-and-mercer-paper_final_web.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Emotional-Intelligence-Matter-More-Than/dp/055338371X
https://www.amazon.com/Working-Emotional-Intelligence-Daniel-Goleman/dp/0553378589
https://www.amazon.com/Social-Intelligence-Science-Human-Relationships/dp/055338449X
https://www.amazon.com/Frames-Mind-Theory-Multiple-Intelligences/dp/0465024335
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.55.6.991
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15326985ep4104_1
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study to investigate the links, or associations, of proposed dimensions of emotional 

and social intelligences with L2 classroom incivility coping strategies. 

Dimensions of Emotional and Social Intelligence and Incivility Coping 

Gkonou and Mercer (2015) identified five EI dimensions, following Gardner (1988), 

who considers emotional intelligence to be multi-faceted and views the construct as a 

combination of related facets: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, 

and social skills. The researchers also identified five SI dimensions, following 

Buhrmester et al. (1988). See the table below for short descriptions or example 

behaviors of EI and SI dimensions. Each of the 10 components was measured by five 

items in their study. 

 

Emotional Intelligence 
 

self-awareness reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses 

self-regulation managing their own emotions and behaviors 

motivation embracing positive views toward life 

empathy experiencing feelings of others like their own 

social skills participating in interaction & handling 

interpersonal relationships 

Social Intelligence 
 

Initiation starting social interaction 

Negative Assertion presenting opposing views 

Disclosure showing others what they are like 

Emotional Support listening attentively to others & demonstrating 

support 

Conflict Management disagreeing politely & interrupting appropriately 

 

For the pilot study, I wrote ten items to measure incivility coping, i.e., how willing to 

be supportive of reluctant peers students feel and to what extent they act accordingly. 

Five of them were meant to tap into active coping attitudes and behaviors and 

another five into passive coping measures. One example item among the active 

measures reads: “I try to get my peers to work with me even when they look 

unmotivated.” In this article, I will just report three statistically significant 

correlations between EI and SI domains and active incivility coping. (I will publish 

the complete results of this pilot study with the larger-scale study I am planning to 

conduct in the near future elsewhere. Thank you for your patience!)  
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First, active incivility coping was associated with two domains of EI, empathy and 

social skills, and with one domain of SI, conflict management. Furthermore, these 

three domains are highly correlated with each other. I make no claim for causality, 

but these tentative results likely demonstrated that empathetic students with social 

skills in general and conflict management skills in particular were more supportive of 

reluctant peers. Don’t you think this is a bit more precise than the teacher intuition 

that supportive students deal with difficult peers in wise ways? I hope you do. 

Second, the results suggested 

that EI and SI possibly overlap 

to some extent: Does the 

following statement sound like 

a tautology? One of the SI 

domains, conflict management, 

is considered to be part of 

social skills, one of the EI 

domains. It is no wonder that 

researchers want to avoid 

exploring these constructs, 

saying that such 

conceptualizations do not seem 

sound or scientific. However, 

as a classroom teacher, I think 

these ideas are useful to 

discuss with regard to what 

environment teachers need to 

create in their teaching. 

 With these tentative findings 

in mind, just for a trial, I 

conducted an informal 

interview with one participant student who scored high in all three domains. Let me 

call her “Misato” here. Misato usually asks her unmotivated peers questions like 

“What’s the matter?” “What’s bothering you?” or “Is anything troubling you?” She 

talks to the students sincerely. She just wants to know the reason they do not engage. 

She does not act judgmentally. She observes that her peers usually start talking to 

her and sharing their reasons with her if she takes the time. I think Misato offers 

mindful, supportive listening for the sake of understanding others, or building 

relationships (Bodie & Jones, 2012; Srader, 2014). She is interested in whether there 

is a reason for her peer’s negative attitudes and whether her peer is willing to share it 

with her. She cares less about what the reason is. What she cares about is the 

sincerity of her peer’s talk so that she can see herself and her peer as an “us” 

(Tomasello, 2009) and create team spirit. Now, finally, I think I can set the stage for 

discussing the topic of this issue, the social brain, and argue for tribal classrooms. Let 

me explain what I mean. 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/10570314.2011.651255
https://doi.org/10.1080/10904018.2014.892834
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Social Brain and Tribal Classrooms 

Just as neurons connect with other neurons to survive and thrive, people connect to 

other people and make relationships to survive and thrive (Cozolino, 2013). In the 

previous example, Misato makes efforts to connect to her reluctant peer and attune 

to that person’s needs. Her reluctant peer usually responds to her. Why does Misato 

try to connect? Because she cares for her peer. Why does her peer respond? Because 

she knows she is cared for (and appreciated). After chatting about this and that, they 

get down to business and foster bonding through working together to complete the 

assigned classroom task. For human beings, others are their primary environment 

for further brain development, and secure and trusting relationships optimize 

neuroplasticity. While students are establishing mutually care-for and be-cared-for 

relationships between them, they are also contributing to the configuration of each 

other’s brains because such experiences, one after another, have synergetic effects on 

the brain and continue shaping and reshaping the architecture of their brain systems. 

In fact, this is learning. Cozolino promotes “a tribal classroom” (p. 11), where he 

thinks “social-emotional learning” (p. 18) takes place. 

Since early times, people have developed primitive social instincts through building 

human connections. These instincts have been nurtured in their families, 

communities, and tribes. Living in the modern world, people have an inner drive to 

belong to some social groups to feel safe 

and protected, and their memberships have 

significant effects on their well-being and 

learning. Social psychologists, Baumeister 

and Leary (1995) call this drive the “need to 

belong” and argue that people are 

fundamentally motivated to establish and 

maintain interpersonal bonds with others. 

In the framework of self-determination 

theory, Richard M. Ryan (1995) with his 

colleague, Edward L. Deci, identified three 

innate human needs for optimal human 

functioning and growth: autonomy, 

competence, and belonging. Besides being 

able to make decisions on their own and 

achieve mastery, people need to be 

attached to others and accepted by the 

others in the group they belong to. That, 

too, drives their quest for mastery. Cozolino 

(2013) joins the choir and says, “the brain 

is the social organ requiring positive 

https://www.amazon.com/Social-Neuroscience-Education-Optimizing-Attachment/dp/0393706095
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1995.tb00501.x
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human connection as much as food 

and water” (p. 4). So, we need to stop 

seeing the classroom as a collection 

of individual students and start 

seeing it as a tribe. 

I believe a tribal classroom for social-

emotional learning can be built in our contemporary school settings. We need a 

caring, compassionate teacher who is eager to give priority to promoting and 

maintaining social connections among her students. She knows that our brain has 

evolved as a social organ, “a highly specialized organ of adaptation” (Cozolino, p. 22). 

A secure learning environment with trusting relationships in close connection with 

others, including teacher-student and student-student connections, can trigger 

nurturing and stimulating interactions that lead to brain growth and learning 

readiness. Cognitive growth and emotional growth come together. In fact, they are 

interdependent. Also indispensable to a tribal classroom are emotionally and socially 

intelligent students. They do not just appear out of the blue. They become active and 

grow when the conditions encourage the tribal classroom. 

We can nurture a cooperative atmosphere and raise collaborative students in L2 

classrooms. We teach language, right? We do not have to tell them explicitly to learn 

how to cooperate. We can just plan activities so that students can use set phrases 

with collaborative language functions (Jacobs et al., 2002). To invite silent peers, for 

example, they can involve them by saying things like “What do you think, ______? 

You’ve been quiet. Anything wrong?” To show sympathy, they can say “You look 

tired. You must have worked till late last night.” We can also teach normative 

language such as “We have to start working together. Why don’t we _________?” 

Then, they can learn ways to ask for joint commitment nicely. 

Last but not least, we also need to start acting like Misato, asking reluctant students 

if they are okay. We need to reward those students who do so, and sometimes turn a 

blind eye to side talk. After all, it might be just the interaction needed to bring that 

isolated individual into the tribe and eventually make the tribe grow as a group 

where individual students learn in a safe and caring environment and each of them 

thrives. In short, we too need to nurture “us” attitudes. 

 
Harumi Kimura teaches at Miyagi Gakuin Women’s University, Sendai, Japan. She earned her doctorate from 
Temple University. She researched second language listening anxiety in her doctoral study and her academic 
interests include learner psychology and cooperative learning. She coauthored a book with G. M. Jacobs, 
Cooperative Learning and Teaching (2013). 

We need to stop seeing 
the classroom as a collection 
of individual students and 
start seeing it as a tribe.  

https://www.amazon.com/Cooperative-Learning-Teaching-G-Jacobs/dp/1931185050
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Michelle Ocriciano  

 

 

Leadership and the Social Brain: A Case for 
Empathy  

English language teaching (ELT) has many problems: To be hired, where a person 

was born is sometimes more important than that person’s pedagogical knowledge; 

bias for certain varieties of English fosters language and cultural imperialism; 

intercultural communication is rarely considered when teaching the language; 

teachers work without much job security, often depending on 5-10 week contracts; 

language learning is measured by decontextualized, external exams. 

The list could go on for pages. What COVID-19 did in many cases was to make these 

issues more prominent. However, one issue that has been given little attention 

during the pandemic is the extreme 

burden placed on academic 

administrative groups during the 

transition from face-to-face to online 

emergency teaching. Regardless of the 

location or size of the school, one day 

the academic director walked in on a 

fine day, saw on the news that cities, states, countries were going into lockdown and 

that teaching would have to be delivered online. As many of us have witnessed, there 

were plenty of challenges during the transition, but those faced by administrators all 

involved high stake decisions. 

Whether at home or work, one of the challenges of social distancing was the fact that 

we have limited, if not completely stopped, interacting with people. At work, the 

staffroom is usually bustling with all sorts of noise and, unfortunately, we have lost 

that–even though some schools tried to develop virtual staffrooms, it was not quite 

the same (but still, better than nothing!). It soon became quite clear that we are 

social beings. So, in the middle of the tsunami of things to do for the transition, the 

academic manager had to add one more task to their plate: how to stimulate social 

interaction between distant teachers. 

It is true that in language teaching academic directors are often not trained for this 

role. The most common scenario is a particularly good teacher is offered the 

academic manager position and expected to learn what the job entails on the go. The 

most obvious hurdle is all the bureaucracy involved in managing attendance, teacher 

Empathy strengthens 
relationships in the work 
environment 
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and student allocation, and reading and writing reports. It is often missed that the 

most important job of the academic director is related to personal relations. But if 

you think about it, we in ELT are in the people business, so tending to social and 

emotional relationships is our primary role. Unfortunately, this realization does not 

come quickly, or at all, to many academic managers. Now more than ever, as we have 

not been able to be together and support each other during COVID-19, it is time to 

see the role of the academic director as the one who sets the tone in fostering positive 

and empathetic human connections among teachers, staff, and students. 

How to do it? 

The social brain  

The brain needs stimulation and connection to survive and do well. In other words, 

the brain needs social relationships. Close supportive relationships can stimulate 

positive emotions, enable learning, and protect neural plasticity, as well as reducing 

anxiety and nervousness (Tyng et al., 2017).  

Human beings, like our ancestors and evolutionary cousins, are inherently social 

(Lieberman, 2012). Our physiological and psychological survival and well-being 

critically depend on our interactions with our peers. No single factor can account for 

the evolution of our amazing social capacities (e.g. climate, change in diet, etc.), but 

the most important factor seems to be the increasing complexity of the social groups 

in which we live. Graziano (2013) suggests that evolution has sculpted our genome to 

be sensitive to contact and relationships with our peers. From birth, we interact with 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5573739/
https://www.scn.ucla.edu/pdf/Lieberman(2012)TINE.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Consciousness-Social-Brain-Michael-Graziano/dp/0190263199
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people in our environment and our survival depends on them. Indeed, the need for 

social relations remains essential to our psychological well-being throughout life.  

Empathy in leadership  

When adopting a humanistic perspective on leadership and management, we can 

certainly argue that understanding others is a fundamental skill. Admittedly, to 

define empathy as understanding others can be rather vague, so let’s say that it is 

about inferring their thoughts and feelings, and affectively connecting to their 

emotional experiences (Olderbak et al., 2014). In other words, simply try putting 

yourself in someone else’s shoes.  

If you are wondering why empathy matters so much, consider that when you feel the 

pain or the enthusiasm of the other, you can establish a bond and consequently 

strengthen the relationship. In order to lead, it is necessary to recognize the 

individuality of each member of the team, to allow them to flow in the best possible 

way without any type of coercion or manipulation. It means putting oneself at the 

disposal of the team so that the results are achieved from the best that each person 

can give. 

Empathy strengthens relationships in the work environment as it creates an 

environment where information circulates more freely and communication becomes 

more fluid and with less noise, which usually improves commitment, the feeling of 

belonging and, especially, teamwork. 

Humanistic leadership styles  

Leadership becomes humanized when people are inspired by serving both the 

organization and its stakeholders. It becomes focused on values which direct actions 

towards human needs in their physical, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual 

dimensions. In addition, self-knowledge, respect, trust, communication, and 

empathy in human relationships at work are all relevant skills and transform the role 

of the leader to one that encourages a careful and intimate look at the organization's 

https://www.elsevier.com/books/the-neuroscience-of-empathy-compassion-and-self-compassion/stevens/978-0-12-809837-0
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4076670/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GZbUDzmKvus
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mission and vision, and which is likely to promote ethics and the engagement of 

followers. 

One of the main signs of a leader's development is their commitment to creating 

conditions for people under their leadership to grow and perform their professional 

roles. Most importantly, the humanistic leader believes and understands the power 

of empathy and human relations. There is much debate about what is and isn’t a 

humanistic style of leadership, so here I will suggest three established yet very 

different styles that claim to be humanistic: Servant Leadership, Transformational 

Leadership, and Neuroleadership.  

Servant Leadership 

Servant Leadership and the term “servant leader” were coined and made famous by 

Robert Greenleaf and have been supported by many leadership and management 

writers such as Larry Spears (2010) and Margaret Wheatley (2009). Servant 

leadership, in contrast to many other leadership concepts, puts service instead of 

power at the core of its leadership conception. Simply put, to lead is to serve. And so, 

the server leader seeks to understand the real needs of the team in order to assist, 

support, teach, inspire, and motivate staff so that everyone can develop both as 

individuals and as employees.  

 Organizations that adopt Servant Leadership within their culture pay close attention 

to the development of environments and support structures that promote high levels  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_K._Greenleaf
https://www.regent.edu/acad/global/publications/jvl/vol1_iss1/Spears_Final.pdf
https://margaretwheatley.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Wheatley-CanIBeFearless.pdf
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of employee satisfaction. In addition, the servant leader works to build a learning 

organization, in which individuals are encouraged to grow and become increasingly 

valuable to themselves, the organization, and society in general. Sendjaya and Sarros 

(2002) contrast servant leadership with transformational leadership and explain that 

the primary intent of servant leaders is to “serve others first, not lead others first” 

and that servant leaders possess a self-concept as “servant and steward, not leader or 

owner” (p. 59). 

Transformational Leadership  

In 1973, James V. Dowton used the term “transformational leadership” for the first 

time, in Rebel Leadership Commitment and Charisma in a Revolutionary Process. 

For Dowton, transformational leadership can be seen when leaders and followers 

help each other with the goal of achieving a higher level of motivation and 

productivity. In this way, rather than just serving followers and satisfying their 

needs, which is a sort of homeostatic approach, transformational leadership is 

oriented towards change, transforming those basic needs into something more 

viable. 

The transformational leader plays a key role as it is this person’s vision, purpose, and 

values that are used to motivate the team. Leaders who adopt this stance have a 

passionate view of the point they want to reach and, in reaching for it, end up 

describing more clearly all their goals and objectives. Consequently, transformational 

leaders end up influencing their followers to feel with the same passion and 

motivation, making them always focused on their own purposes and identities. 

Neuroleadership 

Combining the concepts of neuroscience and leadership, neuroleadership is a term 

that designates neuroscience studies on the functioning of the mind applied to 

leadership practices with the aim of demonstrating the role of the brain in behaviour 

and, consequently, in interpersonal relationships. 

Neuroleadership allows us to identify how the environment, circumstances, and 

relationships impact the mind and the brain. Therefore, it is possible to take 

conscious actions in order to reduce negative impacts by either resignifying or 

building new mental scenarios. This attitude can potentially improve an individual's 

actions–which is highly likely to improve the entire environment. 

David Rock,  who coined the term Neuroleadership,  created the acronym SCARF: a 

model of actions for the brain to react in a more productive way to minimize initial 

bad impressions (Rock, 2009). These actions consist of: 

- Status: showing the role of each person within the organization, valuing each 

competence acquired and each good result. It has to do with recognition. 

http://www.lead.fju.edu.tw/teacher/Lucia/course/Servant%20Leadership/2002-09-Servant%20leadership%20%20It%27s%20origin,%20development,%20and%20application%20in%20organizations.pdf
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Rebel-Leadership%3A-Commitment-and-Charisma-in-the-Downton/2b192c8ded28580a5f08580020af564f940a437c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rh5Egsa-bg4
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Your-Brain-Work-Strategies-Distraction/dp/0061771295
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- Certainty: being in an environment where insecurity reigns is unpleasant, and the 

brain is unwilling to give its best. The leader's role is to act with transparency, 

increasing the perception of security. 

- Autonomy: teachers with power of choice and freedom to make decisions have a 

stronger sense of autonomy, and it is the role of the leader to offer options and 

means for them to organize their work and make decisions. 

- Relationships: a leader is the 

one who establishes 

connections, being empathetic 

and confident. They perceive 

each staff member as a person 

with emotions and needs and 

seek to establish healthy 

interpersonal relationships.  

- Fairness: the sense of justice 

is one of the main motivators 

of the human being. An 

environment of injustice 

prevents collaborations from 

developing as the brain feels 

insecure and unmotivated. The 

leader, then, must ensure that 

their actions are fair and 

consistent. 

Empathy is an essential part of 

Transformational Leadership, 

Servant Leadership, and 

Neuroleadership. Leaders who 

seek to develop and strongly 

exhibit empathy usually gain 

more trust from followers, and 

followers, in return, produce better results. In this sense, “empathy allows people to 

meet halfway emotionally, and to acknowledge and observe the other’s emotional 

experiences, and the interaction between them, from a distance” (Lord-Kambitsch, 

2014).  

Final thoughts 

It is important to note that the words “leader” and “leadership” are not exclusively 

related to those in leadership positions, such as academic managers, coordinators, 

directors of studies, or principals. Leadership can be exercised via emergent leaders. 

Emergent leaders are individuals who exercise influence over the group and often do 

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Introduction-to-empathy%3A-activation%2C-definition%2C-Lord-Kambitsch/4d8035ae695e65311d37d3c46d3b0bfbdfe31f0d
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Introduction-to-empathy%3A-activation%2C-definition%2C-Lord-Kambitsch/4d8035ae695e65311d37d3c46d3b0bfbdfe31f0d
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not have formal organizational authority (Pescosolido, 2002). Therefore, any teacher 

can be a leader and consequently drive change.  

Whether you liked Servant Leadership, prefer to try Transformational Leadership, or 

would like to know more about Neuroleadership, one thing that you can certainly 

take from this article is the importance of human relations in the workplace. 

Remember that empathy goes a long way and try to create a more humanistic 

environment for all.  

 

Michelle Ocriciano has been involved in the ELT world for over 20 years. She is currently an EAP teacher at 
the University of Queensland in sunny Brisbane, Australia. She is a research enthusiast and is always eager to 
learn from her peers and share her insights. Her interests are varied and include all things linguistic, education 
neuroscience, and leadership.  She hopes that all her interests will somehow lead to a world with more social 
justice. 
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Plus: Book Review 
 

 
 

Glenn A. Magee 

 

 

 
Social: Why Our Brains are Wired to Connect 

Matthew Lieberman. New York, NY: Crown Publishing Group, 2013. 384 

pp. ISBN: 9780307889102. 

 

Social: Why our Brains are Wired to Connect is a 

book about how our brain and nervous system 

shape cognition and behavior. The book consists of 

twelve chapters with three main sections that 

cover three critical evolutionary brain adaptations 

that motivate us toward social connection and to 

form unified social groups and organizations. 

These adaptations are: the overlap between social 

and physical pain systems in the brain 

(connection); how we are constantly paying 

attention to what other people think 

(mindreading); and how we adapt to and are 

influenced by our environments and are motivated 

to help other people more than ourselves 

(harmonizing). The last three chapters of the book 

provide an additional section that takes the 

scientific discussion and roots it in practical applications for work and education. 

One of the aims of this book is to introduce the idea that our brain’s primary purpose 

is social thinking. Overall, Lieberman presents a compelling argument for the topic. 

In the section on connection we are introduced to the idea that our brains are geared 

to social thinking, using evidence from research using brain imaging (fMRI). 

Lieberman found an area of the brain (the default network) that activates (has 

increased blood flow) when we are not actively focused on our surroundings. He 

found that this area activates when people are thinking about other people, 

themselves, or events in the past or future. The trade off when the social brain is 

activated is a negative correlation with activity in other parts of the brain, specifically 

attention systems. The opposite holds true as well. For example, students in a 



 

 34 

classroom who are really paying attention and focused on what they are doing may 

do so to the detriment of their social awareness. In other words, if you are not 

working with the people around you but are focused on what you are doing then you 

run the risk of alienating yourself from the group. That seems like a clear and solid 

explanation of why collaboration, which uses both social and analytical systems in 

the brain for learning, is vital. 

The section on mentalizing discusses how we infer the intentions of other people 

through an ability that researchers have termed Theory of Mind. Lieberman 

discusses two systems central to Theory of Mind. The first is the mirror system, a 

network of neurons that activate in relation to the observable (concrete) actions of 

others and the mentalizing system which activates as we try to predict unseen 

(abstract) thoughts. Lieberman argues that our ability to understand what other 

people might think and, similarly, what they might feel are both critical to effective 

social connection and that mentalizing is the application of these abilities. Basically, 

Theory of Mind is a social skill that children learn as they grow up and is essential in 

enabling us to create harmony with others. The better we become at predicting the 

mental states and intentions of others, the better we will be able to respond 

appropriately in social interactions. In short, we learn how to move from “me” as the 

center of the world, to “me” in relation to everyone else in the world.  

If, as Lieberman argues, we spend a 

lot of time thinking about social 

relationships (default network) and 

trying to predict what other people 

are thinking in order to have 

seamless social interactions, then it is 

understandable that our brains also will be seeking to harmonize with the people 

around us. This is the third point in Lieberman’s book. We are motivated more to 

help others than ourselves, because of the influence of social norms. That is, we want 

to fit in. Lieberman argues that we often do not appreciate the extent to which society 

has affected our thinking and shaped our behavior. To demonstrate this point, he 

introduces research on how even just the suggestion of being judged by other’s 

makes us subconsciously exercise self-control to harmonize with social norms. In one 

of the research studies, a mirror was put in a room with students taking a test. 

Students were instructed not to continue writing after a loud bell had sounded as this 

would be considered cheating. The 

researchers then observed how less 

likely students were to cheat. I was 

surprised to find that the difference 

was huge–when a mirror was not 

present in the room 71% of students 

cheated, but when a mirror was 

present that dropped to only 7%. 

Our brains will be 
seeking to harmonize with 
the people around us. 
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The idea that society places more emphasis on self-control than on the quality of our 

lives was a further point that grabbed my attention. Lieberman uses the example of 

John Lennon who was asked what he wanted to be in the future and replied, 

“‘happy.”’ His teachers could not accept this answer because it focused on something 

they did not see as beneficial to society. In short, his answer did not make sense to 

them. It made me think that this is something to look out for. What my students 

want may be quite different from my expectations.  

The last section of the book deals with how we can bring our new awareness of how 

socially-oriented our brains are into the workplace and education. Many of the 

suggestions will seem intuitive to teachers because the social dynamics of the 

classroom generally demand our care and attention. This is a good thing. It would be 

worrying, in a book on social cognition, to find research promoting the exact 

opposite of what many teachers do daily. 

In conclusion, this book brings together both insights from brain imaging studies 

and findings from psychology to construct an effective argument for why our brains 

seek social connection. Social is written with a broad readership in mind. There are 

technical explanations of neuro-anatomy and how the research findings presented in 

the book relate to neuro-anatomical areas but a detailed understanding of the brain 

and our nervous system is not required to follow Lieberman’s well-constructed 

argument as he makes effective use of a question and answer format. There is one 

point we should keep in mind, though, as we 

read. Many of the research findings are based 

on examining blood flow changes in the brain, 

using brain imaging (fMRI) scans. These 

results should be considered together with 

studies from other disciplines and in no way 

should they be taken as showing causality, 

because fMRI scans have to be interpreted and 

there is always the possibility for human error. 

Moreover, imaging results are also influenced 

by other factors, such as age, drug use, and 

how much carbon dioxide you have in your 

blood. That said, Social is a comprehensive 

introduction to the topic of social thinking that 

links fMRI studies with psychological studies 

and introduces practical suggestions of how 

being more aware of the social brain can 

positively impact on the way we teach.  

 
Glenn Magee is a lecturer at Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University. He is researching student well-being and 
metacognition. 
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Plus: Story 
 

 
 
 

Alessandro Grimaldi 

 

 
 

The Anxious Elephant in the Room 

One of the most painful experiences for us as teachers is seeing students crippled by 

language anxiety. Halfway through the 2018 academic year, one of my intermediate 

freshman communication classes was struggling to make progress, and there were 

signs that anxiety was taking a heavier than usual toll on the students.  

We all have students who go red-faced, visibly tremble, or break out in a sweat when 

they communicate in a second language. When things get bad, weekly failures can 

reinforce learned helplessness that can be difficult to change. In my case, attempts to 

reduce apprehension, such as creating a warm and accepting atmosphere and being 

conscious of error correction methods, were not enough. Structured group and pair 

activities that other classes had taken to with relative ease were often met with 

unenthusiastic stares and I was afraid that attendance would begin to suffer.  

Things most likely would have continued along this route were it not for a 

conversation I had with a group of outgoing fourth-year students just as the situation 

was at its worst. This mixed-ability group was always in the student commons, an 

area where students of different years and abilities can come to freely engage in the 
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target language, speaking English boldly for all to hear. I wanted to know what gave 

them such confidence. 

After a few questions, the group told me 

that freshman year had been the most 

difficult because they felt as though their 

peers were judging them. They would 

often compare themselves to others, 

usually those they viewed as having 

higher ability, which left them feeling 

isolated and reluctant to speak. They 

believed something was wrong with them. It was not until much later in their studies 

that they realized it was normal to feel the way they did, and those feelings of anxiety 

were often shared by their peers. How could what these fourth years had learned 

through experience be condensed into an effective message for my first-year class? 

First, the fact fourth-year undergraduates reported an experiential process of 

recognizing their anxiety as normal led me to believe student-generated and organic 

discussion was more likely to stick than a statement directly from the teacher. It is 

one thing to say “Hey, everyone experiences language anxiety and it is perfectly 

natural” and another thing entirely for students to discover it themselves. Second, 

the methods I had attempted in the classroom before were often disguised as 

language learning in one way or another. For example, using student introduction 

activities to break the ice, or practicing the past tense to share childhood memories in 

the hope of building interpersonal relationships. This convinced me that the class 

needed to address issues of anxiety openly, not as an English learning activity. 

From here, I developed a simple plan utilizing a questionnaire in both English and, 

thanks to help from an exceedingly kind Japanese member of staff, my students’ 

native language. The questionnaire asked students if the following statements were 

true for them and how this affects them in class: 

1. I get nervous when I speak English in class.  

2. I often compare myself to my classmates. 

3. I feel like my classmates are judging what I am saying.  

4. My mind sometimes feels blank and I cannot remember even simple words 

or phrases. 

In the class, students responded to the questionnaire items individually, either 

writing their answers or taking time to reflect internally, then shared and elaborated 

on their answers in their native language with several classmates. After a few rounds 

of discussion, students gathered into groups and created a mind map of the key 

themes on the room’s whiteboards so groups could see the connections between all 

the discussions. 

 the group told me that 
freshman year had been the 
most difficult because they 
felt as though their peers 
were judging them 
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After devoting an entire 90-minute class to this, there was no clear indication of how 

students had reacted. They had seemed excited, energetic, and talked at length about 

the issues they were having, but I could not be sure there would be any changes. In 

the next class, there was no big explosion of conversation or drastic transformation. 

Had this activity done anything? 

It was not until weeks later when 

reviewing their learning journals 

that I realized the impact it had. 

More than half of the individuals 

made a positive reference to this 

specific activity, some of their 

comments mirroring the 

thoughts that the fourth-year 

students had discussed with me. 

Students wrote that the 

experience made them stop 

judging themselves so harshly 

when making mistakes and 

reflected on the idea that they 

were not so different than their 

classmates after all.  

In the future, if you have a class 

that seems especially reluctant 

to interact and participate, try 

activities that encourage 

students to address anxiety 

directly. Do not allow it to be the 

elephant that sits forever in the back of the room. Let them discuss how they feel and, 

hopefully, realize that there is nothing unusual about it. In all my first-year language 

classes now, this will continue to be a class activity I use after students have spent a 

couple of weeks in the course. I hope that it acts as a foundation for students to begin 

changing how they think about themselves as second language learners.  

 
Alessandro Grimaldi is currently a Master’s student in organizational psychology at Liverpool University and 
lecturer at Reitaku University’s Center for Communication. He has lived and worked in Japan for almost ten 
years, teaching in a variety of different businesses and schools. His research interests include the use of 
technology in blended-learning environments and cross-cultural adaptation to work environments.  
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Update on Ken Purnell’s Educational Neuroscience program, featured in our April 2020 

MindBrainEd Think Tank: Professional Development: free online course options.  

 

FutureLearn 4 short courses in Educational Neuroscience by  

Central Queensland University 
 

available worldwide with over 21,500 students to date 
 

You can do a course in half a day or all 4 in two days! Enjoy! 

 

  
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/educational-neuroscience https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroplasticians-and-neuromyths 

 
  

  
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/learning-and-memory https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroleadership 

https://www.mindbrained.org/april-2020-professional-development/
https://www.futurelearn.com/
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/educational-neuroscience
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroplasticians-and-neuromyths
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/learning-and-memory
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroleadership
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/educational-neuroscience
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroplasticians-and-neuromyths
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/learning-and-memory
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/neuroleadership
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Plus: Future Issues 
 
 

Think Tank Staff 
 

 

Call for Contributions: Ideas & Articles 
 
Become a Think Tank star! Here are some of the future issue topics we are thinking 
about. Would you, or anyone you know, like to write about any of these? Or is there 
another topic you’d like to recommend? Do you have any suggestions for lead-in, or 
just plain interesting, videos? How about writing a book review? Or sending us a 
story about your experiences? Contact us. 
 

In regard to Think Tank articles, what we want most is: 

 Engaging writing, not dense or academic 

Some information from brain sciences and language teaching 

 Expanding on or reacting to our intro video 
 

 

Future Think Tanks – note the lead ins are still tentative 
 

Evidence-based Learning  lead in? 

Stress  lead in? 

Drama  looking 

Embodiment  looking 

Research Problems  lead in? 

Predictive Processing lead in?  

Motivation  looking 

Storytelling lead in? 

Study Habits  lead in? 

 

Movement  looking 

Mindsets  looking 

Children  looking 

Learning theories  looking 

UDL looking 

Depression lead in? 

Plasticity lead in? 

Food and Gut  looking 

Student to Student  looking 

Conferencing  looking 

 

Think Tank Article Submission Rules and Advice here. 

 

Or write for our Sister Journal – The MindBrainEd Journal 

  

mailto:BrainSIG+ThinkTankTeam@gmail.com?subject=Regarding%20future%20Think%20Tanks
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/2017/oct/06/what-every-teacher-should-know-about-memory?utm_source=Psych+Learning+Curve&utm_campaign=6c60e90912-Roundup-Oct-06-2017&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_ff6044c3a5-6c60e90912-214239441
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMW6xgPgY4s&t=4s
https://www.wnycstudios.org/story/stereothreat
https://www.mindcoolness.com/blog/bayesian-brain-predictive-processing/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m1drR3oaVGc
https://www.npr.org/sections/money/2018/06/11/618957143/let-them-eat-marshmallows
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NOAgplgTxfc&t=16s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7s1VAVcM8s8
https://www.dropbox.com/s/vhxugaraqnzu06t/Think%20Tank%20Submission%20Rules.docx?dl=0
https://sites.google.com/view/jalt-mind-brain-and-education/publications-journals?authuser=0
https://www.mindbrained.org/the-brain-sig/mindbrained-journal/
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