
Mays Imad, PhD    ::    mimad@conncoll.edu     ::    @lrningsanctuary

Building Resilient Learning Environments



With your colleagues, please discuss:

1. Reflect (after you introduce yourselves) on what 

brings you here today?

2. What are your hopes for this term and the coming 

year?
 



Today, we will:

1. Discuss why the science (of learning, of trauma, of 
resilience) matters.

2. Examine some of scientific basis of emotional 
regulation and resilience.

3. Consider examples of polyvagal-informed teaching 
and learning practices.





“The grasses feed the ants with seeds and the 
ants feed the grasses with soil. They hand off life 

to one another. They understand their 
interconnections; they understand that the life of 

one is dependent on the life of all. Leaf by leaf, 
root by root, the trees, the berries, the grasses 
are joining forces, and so there are birds and 

deer and bugs that have come to join them. And 
so the world is made.”



We are Relational



We are Wired for Learning

https://www.istockphoto.com/photos/neuroscience-learning



Learning Takes Brain Acrobatics
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/brain-flexibility-learning

https://www.sciencenews.org/article/brain-flexibility-learning


Learning is Relational



Learning is Relational

We connect new information to what we 
know, to who we are, to what we value, and 

to the larger community and the world.



Teaching is Relational



“Good teachers possess a capacity 
for connectedness. They are able 

to weave a complex web of 
connections among themselves, 
their subjects, and their students 

so that students can learn to 
weave a world for themselves.”





Teaching and Learning as 
Biological Phenomena





How Do We Process Sensory Information 
(and the world around us)? 



We Feel, Then We Assign 
Meaning, Then We Act

https://www.thetraderisk.com/how-to-optimize-your-emotional-capital/



The processing of sensory information begins 

at the subconscious level before it is passed on 

to the conscious level of the brain.



https://www.frontiersin.org/files/Articles/625490/fnins-15-625490-HTML/image_m/fnins-15-625490-g001.jpg



“Together, integrating inner 
affective sensations and external 

sensory information plays a pivotal 
role in shaping the perception of a 

sensory experience.”



“Feelings, as deputies 
of homeostasis, are the 

catalysts for the 
responses that began 

human cultures.”



Trauma is Relational



Trauma impacts our ability to engage, 
learn, connect, & remember



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triune_brain



https://cognitionemotion.wordpress.com/2021/01/02/what-kind-of-brain-network-overlapping-and-dynamic/



https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Abdelhak-Hammoudi/publication/352492508/figure/fig2/AS:1035831246602240@1623972822577/Central-Executive-Network-the-Default-Mode-Network-and-the-Salience-Network_W640.jpg



At rest, various parts 

of the brain are 

talking with each 

other and integrating 

information. 

Default Mode Network



At rest, various parts 

of the brain are 

talking with each 

other and integrating 

information. 

In trauma patients, 

there is no 

integration and the 

person is “stuck” in 

the past. 

Default Mode Network



 Trauma shatters our assumptions about 

relationships, about the benevolence of the 

world, the meaningfulness of the world, 

and our sense of self.



What do you notice among your 
students, faculty (and yourself) that 
wasn’t there before the pandemic?:





Healing is Relational



Autonomic Nervous System = 

Foundation of Our Lived Experiences





https://sanasumainsrilanka.wordpress.com/2021/04/25/neuroception-polyvagal-theory-2-kundalini-yoga-2021/



https://www.verywellmind.com/polyvagal-theory-4588049



Healing is Relational



















https://www.istockphoto.com/vector/resilience-coping-with-stress-and-crisis-emotional-and-psychological-ability-gm1295677676-389333014



The ability of an individual to bounce back from stress, 
adversity, failure, challenges, or even trauma.



When storm rages, a 
tree bends and 

sways, moving with 
the wind rather than 

against it. This 
flexibility is 
resilience. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/fede_gen88/359789020



http://hopemead.com/somatic-experiencing-trauma-resolution-somatic-therapy-peter-levine-flower-mound-tx



http://hopemead.com/somatic-experiencing-trauma-resolution-somatic-therapy-peter-levine-flower-mound-tx







“Rather than hoping a child is tough enough to endure 
the insurmountable, we must build resilient places 

where all children can thrive.”



How might we within higher education foster an 
environment–that “resilient space”–in which our 
colleagues and students will be equipped with the 
necessary skills, resources, and support to not only 

navigate the various challenges they encounter but also 
to grow and learn from these experiences?



Resilience is Relational



https://medium.com/@payneresilience/the-five-factors-of-individual-resilience-62c9da745ae7

Plasticity & Agency

Energy Renewal

Co-RegulationSelf-Regulation

Framework/Structure





Common Principles

1) resilience occurs in contexts of adversity; 

2) resilience is a process; 

3) there are trade-offs between systems when a system experiences resilience; 

4) a resilient system is open, dynamic, & complex; 

5) a resilient system promotes connectivity; 

6) a resilient system demonstrates experimentation & learning; 

7) a resilient system includes diversity, redundancy, & participation.



Desmond Tutu

“We have hardships without 

becoming hard. We have 

heartbreak without being broken." 

– The Book of Joy


