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INTRODUCTION
Learning about the brain is no longer for scientists only. If you wanted to
get your car fixed, you’d likely go to a mechanic. For legal help, you’d find
an attorney. To understand the brain and how we learn, would you go to a
teacher? Probably not. Yet every year, millions of parents trust that the professionals who teach their children know something about the brain and
processes of learning. In defense of teachers, even neuroscientists still disagree on some of the inner workings of the brain. Many schools of education offer pop psychology but often not cognitive neuroscience or applied
neurobiology courses. Inservice training is often directed at the symptoms
of problems, not a working knowledge of the brain. Popular articles rarely
offer the depth or point of view that today’s educator needs. But this book
will get you started in the field. How I got started is a bit unusual.
More than two decades ago, I got my first taste of “brain-compatible”
learning. I took a course that was designed by facilitators who studied
research on how our brain learns best. The impact was so powerful that even
today, decades later, I could still fill up a flip chart page with ideas I remember (and still use!) from that workshop. The facilitators clearly understood
some important principles about the brain. I became so enthusiastic (some
would say a zealot) that I decided to share this excitement with others.
Because I was teaching at that time, my first response was “Why don’t my
own students have this experience every day?” It was both humbling and
promising.
This newfound brain-learning connection became my springboard for
innovation. Soon after the workshop I cofounded an experimental, cuttingedge residential academic enrichment program called SuperCamp/
Quantum Learning. It became a global success, and the experiment we
began years ago is now an international fixture with over 45,000 graduates. This program gave me a chance to see, hear, and feel the excitement
from thousands of kids over the years. Kids who didn’t like learning, school,
or even themselves simply blossomed when put into a brain-compatible
environment.
I am a zealot of brain-compatible teaching for a good reason. I have
seen, felt, and heard firsthand the difference these learning principles make.
Students of all backgrounds, with every imaginable history of failure, of
every age and attitude of discouragement, can and have succeeded with
this approach.
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While this approach is not a panacea, it does provide some important
directions as we move through the twenty-first century. Programs that are
compatible with the way humans naturally learn will stand the test of time.
Though brain-compatible teaching has been “proven” by teachers in realworld classrooms for years, it’s gratifying to find that after years of research,
the brain has now also made it onto the honored shelves of the academic
elite.
This book is written for you—the classroom teacher, trainer, administrator, lifelong learner—you, a catalyst for doing the all-important work of
facilitating learning the best way possible. The intent of this book is to
introduce you to the basics of this exciting paradigm shift in education. If
at the end you have a good grasp of the core differences between the traditional approach and the brain-compatible approach to learning, and a
framework for understanding the principles presented, I will have satisfied my objective. If at the end you are also thinking, “Okay. . . . What’s
next?” I will be elated. For then I will have successfully passed on my passion for learning in a brain-compatible way. This should be the beginning
of a transformational journey. Get ready for a great adventure!
—Eric Jensen
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WHAT IS BRAIN-COMPATIBLE TEACHING?
Good question. Let’s explore it a bit. The first form of schooling was simple. It was the apprenticeship method. For most of human history, if you
wanted to learn about something, you’d find someone better at it than you
and learn from him or her. This worked for centuries.
Then the industrial revolution hatched a new model. It was the notion
that you could bring everyone together in a single place and offer a standardized, conveyor-belt curriculum. This second model or paradigm of
schooling was developed in the 1800s and popularized through most of
the twentieth century. It is often called the “factory model.” Factory skills
like obedience, orderliness, unity, and respect for authority were emphasized.
As we entered the information age in 1950 to today, there have been
many models of how schools can and should work. Some are more traditional, focusing on controlling the flow of information and socialization.
Others included the “demand model,” “sage-on-the-stage,” and “standand-deliver” models. Learners were expected to answer teacher questioning “on demand,” and the teacher was considered the “expert” whose job
it was to impart “knowledge” from the front of the classroom. But beginning in the early 1990s, a new model began to emerge.
A whole different breed of the science of teaching and learning
was developing called educational neuroscience. It began as an exciting
interdisciplinary approach to understanding the brain and was known as
brain-compatible teaching.

Brain-compatible learning is the understanding and teaching based on
what we have learned directly from studying the brain. Brain-compatible
teaching is the application of principles and strategies that appear to be
compatible with what we know about the brain.

Brain-compatible teaching is the engagement of strategies based on principles of how our brain works in a school context. It will change our school
start times, discipline policies, methods of assessment, teaching strategies,
budget priorities, classroom environments, use of technology, and even the
way we think of arts and physical education.
At first glance, brain-compatible teaching might seem like a lot of biology or principles that are mere platitudes on learning theory. But upon
© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education CO1147
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closer examination, educators are realizing that having hard science to
support our successful classroom practices (ones we knew worked but
were hard to prove) arms us with a greater degree of professionalism. The
science of how the brain learns best is a revolution in learning—a transformation that will help us do a better job of reaching all students.
There are countless real-life personal and peer applications for the
information in this book to ensure your success. You must try out these
concepts for yourself, for it is in applying the learning that you will begin
to fully understand brain-compatible learning. Once you experience it, the
natural inclination is to want to share it with your students and colleagues.
When whole schools and districts have reassessed their thinking about
learning, their curriculums, assessment methods, and school structures and
have implemented brain-compatible strategies at this level, we will truly
have reformed our educational institutions. Until we make research, reflection, and renewal as basic to schools as the three R’s, our learning strategies
will be less than optimal. As individual teachers, trainers, and administrators move toward the new paradigm, eventually everyone will benefit.
The following questions are addressed as you make your way through
this guide.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Does comparing one learner to another make sense?
How are learners impacted by high stress and threat?
How do windows of opportunity influence learners?
When is it easiest to learn foreign languages?
Why should fruit, protein, and nuts be in campus vending machines?
Why are the phrases “on task” or “off task” irrelevant?
Does the brain ever stop growing?
What constitutes an enriched learning environment?
How can we ensure students receive enough feedback?
Why purposely engage strong emotions every day?
Is no-stress learning the best kind?
How can we get kids to remember more of what they learn?
Why do kids tend not to pay attention in class?
Why don’t you want learners’ attention most of the time?
Why should school starting times be changed?
Why post mind maps of whole units weeks in advance?
Why is group work or cooperative learning good for the brain?
To what degree does our brain change over time?
In what ways does a brain-compatible curriculum boost student
motivation?
• Why should rewards be eliminated from schools?
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THE OLD AND NEW OF IT

OLD
Traditional approach
Behaviorist model
Control model
Reductionist thinking
Demand model
Sage on the stage
Hope based on. . . positive thinking
Identify goals for students
Comparison to others
Demand students learn
Stand and deliver
Reward desired behaviors
Punish negative behaviors

NEW
Understand key principles
Use the big picture/holistic thinking
Cooperative learning
Accept brain differences and treating them
Compare students only to their own prior work
Hope grounded in science
Focus on what drives positive change in the brain
Engage the rules for learning
Manage stress levels
Brain foods—enriched diets/glucose/hydration
Emotional readiness: safety, vesting, novelty, challenge, and goal
Input limitations/attention span limits
Sufficient settling time
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