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First a few questions from Kelly McGonigal’s TED talk (think for a moment to answer): 
Do you have a little stress in your life? Or do you have an average amount? Or do you think you have too 
much? And finally, do you believe that the stress is good for you? We will come back to these questions 
further below. It seems that science is now telling us that what we believe about our stress and our 
communal habits may change the impact that stress can have on us physically. 

Neuroscience can help teachers understand how our brains and our students’ brains work and how we can 
help students learn more efficiently and also be healthier (Cozolino, 2013). Below I look at how stress has 
been described. Historically it has been demonized as only bad for us. Now more recently, social 
neuroscience is saying that a bit of stress (challenge) can help students learn to be more self-regulated and 
autonomous. First the bad side: 

Robert Sapolsky demonstrated [with rats and vervet monkeys] that sustained stress results in 
hippocampal atrophy and a variety of functional impairments. His research is particularly important 
because it may help explain some of the negative long-term effects of childhood stress and trauma. 
(in Cozolino, 2016, p. 186) 

The hippocampal is a newer part of our reasoning brain that attempts to learn and is used for memory 
purposes. Long term and severe stress usually makes that part of our brain less productive and often 
degenerates its capabilities. But amazingly a moderate bit of stress seems to help us remember: 

Over a century ago Yerkes and Dodson suspected that there was a strong relationship between 
learning and arousal. Their hypothesis was that the more you stress animals, the more motivated 
they will be to learn and hence, the more they will learn. Translated into a research study, the more 
powerful shock a mouse received as punishment for not learning, the more it would learn. So what 
they predicted was a one-to-one correspondence between arousal and learning. Contrary to 
expectation, they found that mice learned to avoid a moderate shock faster than one of high 
or low intensity… over the years, the same phenomenon was found to occur in many species, 
including humans and across an array of learning tasks.  (Ibid. 2016, pp.188-189, bold added).   
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Figure 1 Arousal (x axis) and Performance (y axis)

To unpack this a bit, the mice and monkeys were not too bothered with stress at low levels and did not learn 
much in those conditions. But when things got more complicated and challenging their learning 
performances improved up to a midpoint, the “sweet spot.” However, with increasing levels of stress they did 
much less well, thus making the inverted U in figure 1. (Maybe when the Buddhists argue for doing 
everything in moderation, this is what they are talking about.) 

To be clear, no stress (or challenge, adaptation, or exploration) is equally as bad as too much stress. In both 
of these conditions our brain’s do not work well. We need optimum levels of stress or challenge to learn well. 
This is something teachers can also explain to students and thus help them to self regulate themselves.

Apparently we tend to even like a bit of a challenge where we have to adjust and strive. However, if the 
challenge is really too great and sustained too long, we can become overwhelmed and it creates bad stress. 
Cozolino (2016) calls it “being hijacked by the amygdala”, our ancient reptilian brain which only knows how to 
‘fight’ or take ‘flight’. 

However, McGonigal (2013) helps us to see how our own beliefs can play a crucial role in what becomes 
good or bad for us. She cites research to show that if you believe the stress you have is good for you, it 
probably is, and if you believe it is bad for you, it probably is. 

This study tracked 30,000 adults in the United States for eight years, and they started by asking 
people, "How much stress have you experienced in the last year?" They also asked, "Do you believe 
that stress is harmful for your health?" And then they used public death records to find out who 
died… Some bad news first. People who experienced a lot of stress in the previous year had a 43 
percent increased risk of dying. But that was only true for the people who also believed that 
stress is harmful for your health… People who experienced a lot of stress but did not view 
stress as harmful were no more likely to die. In fact, they had the lowest risk of dying of 
anyone in the study, including people who had relatively little stress. (McGonigal, 2013, bold 
added)

University language teachers who wish to have their students use the language and interact with it in their 
classes want students to speak freely and not be overly stressed. But actually as we all know, learning a 
language requires quite a bit of stressful interactions when we are making a lot of mistakes and not sure of 
what others are communicating, and not sure that they are understanding what we are trying to say. If they 
are overly concerned with not making mistakes they often shut down. This is where a bit of amygdala 
whispering might help: “Calm down, everybody makes mistakes, and we learn from them. Mistakes are 
actually treasures. Just talk a lot and you will learn a lot!” 

Some students experience the thrill of “flow” in a conversation when they can talk for 5 or 15 minutes and 
enjoy themselves and feel like they are really communicating. There may be small slips, errors, funny 
pronunciations, but they make their way through them all to have an enjoyable conversation. This is an 
experience of “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008) with mistakes. “Enjoyableness” and “liking” tend to reduce 
stress caused by mistakes and make students want to come back for more so that they can continue to 
learn. “Over-correcting” will shut them down. Succeeding at communication does not require absolute 
accuracy. Making a few miss takes are OK! When you can get a community (class) to believe in this, 
interaction and learning are phenomenal. 
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