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Preface
We often think of learning as either active
or passive. Passive learning clearly has its
place. We effortlessly absorb all kinds of
knowledge just by watching and listening,
often paying minimal or no attention. But
if you care about the results of your students you’ll be interested in active learning. With the right tools in hand, you can
create engaging, non-threatening learning
that also feels good. How? Research
shows that people who do the most talking, thinking, reflecting or moving do the
most learning. Additionally, the research
clearly shows that when learners feel
good about what, how and with whom
they learn, they’re more likely to want to
do it again. The next time you see someone in your audience marking work, talking to others or reading the newspaper,
take heart.

Let’s raise the bar because
“good enough” is no longer
good enough.
This book is a practical, comprehensive
resource that explains how to elicit better
learning states and help your audience
become more engaged, focused and successful. It is for anyone who teaches primary, adolescent or adult learners and its
premise is that there are no unreachable
students. This unflinching attitude combined with the right skills can help you
succeed with every learner. My message
is simple: It’s time to raise the bar of your
teaching or training standards. There
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are limits to how much your audience
can absorb and limits to their patience.
Education is neither a game nor an opportunity for personal pontification. Don’t
waste your audience’s time. Today they
expect more from you as a presenter.
This book is not a guide to smart lesson
planning, creating relevant, meaningful
curriculum or establishing positive personal relationships. If these strategies are
missing from your toolbox, you have little
chance of success with your audience.
Many other sources address those critical
ingredients of the learning process. Nor is
this a book of things to do to the audience; rather, it’s chock full of tools to use
with them—things in which they actively
participate. The “dean” of active learning
once said, “You can tell students what
they need to know very fast. But they will
forget what you tell them even faster”
(Silberman, 1996). That’s why every single
suggestion or strategy within these pages is
one that engages most or all of your audience. Keep in mind that with a simple
tweak, any activity can be adapted to any
age. This book will work for your students
once you think through what adaptations
are necessary to optimise it for them.
You may be a bit sceptical that you can
have such influence over your student
population. After all, years of your experience suggest that you can lead a horse to
water, but you can’t make it drink. Well,
you’re right. You can’t make a horse drink
—but you can make it thirsty. Experienced
trainers take the horse out for a quick run
or even salt the oats to encourage its
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thirst. My point is that you are not helpless. And though I would never say that
you can control your students the way
you might want to, I will say this:

You have far more influence
over your students than you
have ever, ever imagined.
Everything you do as a teacher or trainer
in some way influences the brains of your
students. Recent scientific data support
the relationships between talking and
changes in the brain, physical activity and
changes in the brain, and learning strategies and changes in the brain. You may
not be up to date on the very latest discoveries in neuroscience, but research has
come a long way. We now know that
humans can influence their own heart
rate, brain chemistry and stress levels.
“There is [even] firm evidence that any
single neuron or any population of neurons [in your brain] can come to be voluntarily controlled (with practice)…in
about ten minutes” (Baars & McGovern,
1996). This evidence suggests that what
goes on inside the heads of your students
is not completely inaccessible. Certainly
things like food, trauma, drugs and neurofeedback are among the most powerful
modulators of brain activity, but they
aren’t appropriate for an educator like
you to use. This book, instead, is full of
realistic, practical things you can do to
really make a difference in the lives of
your audience.

talking about. Humour has its place and
we all like to put smiles on faces, but getting an audience to laugh every thirty seconds is not the sign of a good trainer or
educator. It may be instead a sign that
you have missed your calling as an entertainer. I have heard far fewer funny presenters who were effective, than effective
speakers who were funny. Personally, I
focus on activating my audience physically, emotionally and mentally. If they’re
not actively learning, I’m doing a poor
job and no sob story or lame excuse can
disguise it.
Believe and expect that the strategies in
this book will work. Not only are they
highly practical and learner-tested, but
evidence also suggests that if you honestly believe in the efficacy of the strategies
you are using, your chances of success
rise dramatically (Dossey, 1993). That’s
why this book was written for truly caring
presenters who want to serve and engage
their learners by making their presentations come alive.
As an educator, I never had any formal
training in these tools. I was unprepared
to deal with the challenges of teaching
and training without re-tooling myself professionally. We are all expected to somehow “pick up” these presentation tools
“somewhere”. Well, this book you’ve
picked up is full of great ideas. I’m trusting you’ll appreciate how my background
in neuroscience brings a potent and fresh
approach to your challenge of reaching
every learner. Now, read on…

If you’re good at what you do, you have
learned to involve and engage, not show
and tell. And you don’t just entertain your
audience in the kind of engagement I’m
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Chapter 1

“What Are States?”
Have you ever done something just
because you “felt like it”? Did you ever
have someone tell you that you weren’t
acting like yourself? Have you ever done
something a little crazy and later admitted
that you didn’t know what had come over
you, that it was so unlike you? Have you
ever reminded yourself to put on a good
face for a meeting? Do you have friends
who make you laugh a lot? These experiences are nearly universal. When you
aren’t exactly “yourself”, you can be said
to have entered an “altered state”.

States Are Weather
in Your Brain
Our many selves and other feelingmoments are called “states”. A major
revelation in the history of neuroscience
was the discovery that all external behaviours somehow correlate to the brain’s
internal processes. All states of consciousness, from sleeping, imagining,
hoping and dreaming to thinking, are the
results of electrical and chemical activity
in our brain. Not only that, each individual electron generates its own activity,
both electrical and chemical. Millions of
neurons cooperate to form complex,
web-like signalling systems that represent
the behaviours we call states just as the
wind, sunshine and moisture collectively

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO1074

form the complex atmospheric patterns
we call weather. States create “weather”
conditions in our brains at every moment.
In your brain, though, this weather usually changes every few seconds. Knowing
today’s weather outside does not allow
you to predict the weather very far in
the future; knowing this moment’s brain
weather or state does not help you predict
future states more than a few moments in
advance. But there’s a bright side! Unlike
the weather in the outside world, you
have some say-so and control over the
weather in your own brain. To a larger
degree, you can control the quality of
your life.
Here’s another analogy: If our personalities are like long-running TV shows, our
states are just quick scenes or snapshots
from one episode. You’ve probably
observed that we all go through changes
of states (unless we’re in a coma—only in
extreme medical conditions do we have
stable states). States change as our sensations (hungry, tired, itchy, etc.), feelings
(guilty, happy, worried, etc.) and thoughts
(optimistic, gullible, focused, etc.) combine and recombine simultaneously. But
states are not intangible, as we once
thought; instead, they are highly quantifiable, very real and definitely cognitive
(Damasio, 1994) and we’re more conscious
of them than you might think. When you
remark that you don’t feel like doing

1

Tools for Engagement

something, what you’re really saying is
that you aren’t in a state in which it
seems like a good idea. Think about it.
We’ve all done something that we later
explained to ourselves “seemed like a
good idea at the time.” Again, your feelings, actions and thoughts all combined
into a recognisable state. In fact, each
physical and mental aspect of your body
“contributes a content that is part and
parcel of the workings of the normal
mind” (Damasio, 1994).

What we feel is what is real—
it’s the link to how we think.

Frequent State Changes Uncouple
Learner “Rigidity”

Extended, “stuck”
states are
self-reinforcing.

Eliciting more states leads
to greater learner flexibility
and fewer stuck states.

❖ Emotions involve cognitive appraisals.
❖ States can involve conscious awareness.

Why should you care about states and
why is this book focused on them? For
one, states combine our emotional, cognitive and physical interactions to make all
our decisions. We can call our emotional
states “action sets” because they prepare
“the organism [us] to act in some ways
rather than in others” (Frijda, 1986). If we
put our learners into particular action
sets, we can better orchestrate the conditions that will optimise their learning. But
don’t think of learning as a fixed, stimulus-response relationship between teacher
and student; evoking specific emotional
states allows learners more freedom, not
less, to make new discoveries. Once you
learn to evoke a greater variety of learner
states, you will begin to uncouple the
learner’s rigidity. You’ll open up enormous flexibility in the interaction between
the learner and the environment because
you’ve artificially decoupled the narrow,
stereotyped set of behaviours to which
the learner may have become accustomed. But we will study emotional states
for these reasons, too:
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❖ Emotions and cognition activate
overlapping response systems.
❖ Our cognition is shaped by emotions.
❖ Our activities are shaped by sensations
and emotions.
We can use the same principles and
processes to study states that we have
used to study cognitive psychology (Lane
et al., 2000). Therefore, we are interested
in a wide variety of state-change indicators, including heart rate, activity level,
stress levels, posture, hunger level and
more. Although we could say that there
will always be some randomness in our
brains—at the micro-level, changes from
one state to another occur through generalised electrical and chemical activations
—for the most part, states obey reliable
rules. Understand these rules about states
and you’ll be living the presenter’s high
life! Let’s look at these rules and see if we
can piece this all together.
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What Are States?

First of all, states are what we live for. We
live to feel satisfied; we live to have a
body in which we feel confident; we live
to have sensations of pleasure at playtime. In fact, we like pleasure states so
much that some of us abuse drugs,
overeat, gamble or have sexual affairs.
Others enjoy state changes in simpler
ways, with hot fudge sundaes, shopping
sprees, new cars or going to the theatre.
The bottom line is that states mean so
much to us they are the only (absolutely
only) things we ever pay money for!
Think of the last few times you spent
money for any reason at all. Did you…?
❖ Pay bills? That rid you of a state of
anxiety about being in debt or under
obligation.
❖ Buy new clothes? That helped you feel
better in a new, well-dressed state.
❖ Give to a charity? Now you feel
satisfied for helping another person.
❖ Go out to eat? Food helps you enjoy the
state of being “full” and the pleasure
of being served a meal is relaxing.
❖ Pay someone to clean your house?
Having the work already done relieves
your stress about a cluttered home
and makes you feel a little bit spoiled
and delightfully indulgent.
Neuroscientist Allan Hobson says, “The
basic action that the brain-mind takes to
keep itself fit is to change its state”
(1994). My point is simpler. We run our
lives (in a funny kind of way) based on
what states our actions will produce. You
bought this book because, although you
dislike parting with hard-earned cash, you
realised that if you master some of these
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tools, you’d be in a more confident, happier state during your next presentation
and would therefore succeed with more
students. In other words, you traded your
money for the chance to change your
state from uncertainty to hope and, later
on, self-confidence. If I haven’t quite
made my case that states are important to
everyone, consider this: When babies cry,
we comfort them into a better state; when
teenagers complain, we tell them to “snap
out of it” and get into a better state; if our
spouses whine, we (hopefully) give them
hugs of support to make them feel better.
It’s pretty easy to conclude that positively
affecting students’ states can and should
be a big part of an educator’s role.

Motivation & Loved Ones
States influence our motivation. Every
state that you enter increases the probability that you’ll engage in a particular
behaviour because certain behaviours are
attracted to certain states. If you are tired
and have the opportunity, you’re likely to
take a nap. But if you are not in a state of
fatigue, having a couch and the luxury of
time will not trigger sleep. If I come
home after a long day at work and put
my feet up to relax on the couch, then I
enter a relaxed state. If my wife asks me
to do a favour while I am in this state, I
probably won’t feel much like doing it.
Not because I don’t love her (I do, of
course), but because of the state I’m in. If
I were already walking around the house
looking for something to do, that would
be a much better time for her to ask me
to help her. So what, you may ask, does
all this about my wife and me have to do
with you? Plenty, my friend!
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States Provide a “Pool of Choices”
from Which All Behaviours Emerge

silly, happy,
crazy, fun states
lead to...
behaviours
like this

serious, mindful,
intellectual, thoughtful
states
lead to...
behaviours
like this

If you ask someone for a favour when
they are not in the right state of mind,
you’ll likely be ignored or turned down;
if that person does the favour at all, it will
probably be with great reluctance. If
you’re smart, however, you’ll wait until
that person is in a “doing favours” state. If
you’re even smarter, you’ll prompt them
to enter that positive state and then ask
for a favour. (Perhaps a hot cup of tea or
a kind word would move things along?)
For example, don’t ask your teenager to
take the bin out when he’s kicking back
playing video games. He’s probably in a
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“veg-out, do-no-chores” state and will
grumble about helping you. Wait until
he’s in an upright, vertical position—
preferably walking—and then ask him.
“Hey, son!” you might say. “On your way
out the door, be sure to grab the rubbish.
Today is bin day.” He may still grumble
about it, but he’ll do that chore and with
much less resistance.
Now, I can hear those wheels spinning
inside your head; you’re thinking about
all those times people gave you grief over
the simplest tasks. Remember how quickly you tired of all the groaning and
whining and just did those tasks yourself?
Well, here’s some hope for the future!

All States Precede
Behaviours—Change the
State So the Behaviour
Can Follow
There’s a complex interplay going on inside our heads between states and
behaviour. We act our way into some
states and behave according to the state
we’re in at the moment (Grigsby &
Stevens, 2000). Think about this: Even if
you prefer to eat at home, sometimes you
really start to enjoy the act of going out
to dinner once you are seated at the
restaurant. The reverse also happens.
We’ll get hungry and think of a favourite
place to eat, and we find ourselves ready
to go there! In short, we influence our
states and our states influence us.
Research has demonstrated that even the
simplest act of moving our facial muscles can change our state (Ekman &
Davidson, 1993). And what could be
easier than a smile?
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What Are States?

Differences Between Two States
Can Be Subtle or Dramatic

States Are Always in
Motion Because They
Are Real-Time, Shifting,
Neural Networks
Now that I’ve introduced state “basics”
(and hopefully put you in the state of
wanting to learn more), we can explore
the science behind them. States are frequently activated, fast-changing, specific
neural networks that typically incorporate
multiple areas of the brain. Thousands,
often millions, of neurons comprise the
integrated combinations of mind, body
and feelings that are states. These internal
systems cannot be separated. The mind
influences the body in a way similar to
the way a sore muscle or upset stomach
influences the mind. Even the sensorimotor system is packed with cognitive
representations (Jeannerod, 1999)—you
have to think to move! Picture states
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as global mind-body experiences that
dominate your life, shift quickly and provide most of your joy (or misery) on a
daily basis.
Surprisingly, states are neither concrete
nor reliable “things”, even though we
often refer to them as such. Technically,
they are moving targets, constantly fluctuating because of their high sensitivity to
both the internal and external environment. It makes sense to describe states as
“emergent properties” of our self-organising brains because they are always in a
state of flux (Grigsby & Stevens, 2000).
Even though you may experience your
own state as stable at any particular
moment, it is always in the process of
strengthening, diminishing or changing to
another state. Most of these implicit
changes are subtle but they are encoded
into the cortex as part of our ongoing
stream of consciousness (Vaughan, 1997).
In fact, the majority of our states are more
like background moods, occupying secondary positions of which we are hardly
conscious. Nonetheless, they are noticeable when we are able to stop, listen and
feel for them.
Keep this concept in mind as you read
this book: States are normally subtle and
shifting (Clore & Ortony, 2000), but, as
presenters, we will make them more overt
in order to manage them methodically.
And even though we’ll talk about changing another person’s state, remember that
it was going to change anyway. We merely guide, influence or nudge it in the
direction of our choice. But how does
that happen?
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