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Main Points

2

Social, emotional and cognitive activity are deeply interconnected in 

the brain.1

Through the interplay of biological, relational, and contextual 

factors, educators and students both shape and are shaped by a 

school’s conditions for teaching and learning. 

By reducing the prevalence of psychosocial stress in classroom, we 

can free up brain activity among educators and students so they can 

focus on teaching and learning. 
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Psychosocial Conditions 
Matter
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Psychosocial Conditions Matter
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We have long known that when students and educators feel safe, 

connected, supported, engaged and challenged, they build their 

capacity for effective teaching, learning, development, and social 

engagement. 

We are starting to learn more about why based on major advances 

in the scientific understanding of learning and development across 

multiple disciplines.2, 3

In the face of stress, brain function moves away from higher-order 

thinking, thoughtful decision-making and empathy.4, 5 
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What Can Happen?
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Non-Stressed 
Teacher

Responds to student distress calmly, empathetically
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Psychosocial stress reduces both educator and student capacities for 

coping, learning, engagement, and good decision making, creating a 

negative environment that can be mutually reinforcing. 

What Else Can Happen?
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Stressed 
Teacher

Ignores student distress or responds negatively

Increased student distress and misbehaviour further stresses teacher

Whole Class 
Stressed
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Implications for Vulnerable 
Students
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And for vulnerable students…
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Teachers who feel responsible for creating the psychosocial conditions in 

class are more likely to monitor student interactions and to notice and 

intervene when vulnerable students are being poorly treated by peers.6

Students who have been marginalized or experience difficulties 

functioning well in a classroom benefit more than others from positive and 

supportive environments.7
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Students who have experienced adversity are both more likely to be 

challenging for educators and are more vulnerable to negative or 

unsupportive environments.8

For example, students who have experienced complex trauma may be 

particularly sensitive to direct or indirect aggression… and are more likely 

to face negative classroom experiences than are their peers.9, 10  

Psychosocial stress among educators may increase the influence of implicit 

bias in decision-making as the brain shortcuts to responses.11

When teachers display higher levels of indirect and/or direct aggression 

against a student, classmates will replicate this behavior.12, 13
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Where do we go from here?
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Poor conditions for learning for students very often reflect poor working 

conditions for educators. Overall, educators report high stress levels. 

At the same time, many students arrive at school with their own 

psychosocial stress due to issues such as family problems, poverty, 

marginalization, and experiences of trauma. These stressors can make it 

more difficult for students to cope in the classroom, challenging educators. 

One cannot simply tell educators or students to reduce their stress, or 

override their neurobiological responses to stress. 

12
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What to do? 
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 Improve working conditions and support for educators. 

 Make the school a safe haven with predictable rules and routines, 

respect and safety for all, fair and consistent discipline, and extra 

supports for students who require them to function well in a classroom. 

 Help make educators aware of how dynamics of stress work (e.g., 

trauma-informed schools), and give them effective strategies to cope 

with and minimize psychosocial stress in the classroom. 

 Give teachers resources to help reduce the extent to which they bring 

their own stress into the classroom, and help them cope with 

secondary trauma and distress from the issues their students bring.
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