


Diving Beneath Behaviors
A Journey Through the 
Nervous System 

• Dr. Lori Desautels

• Assistant Professor

• College of Education 

• Butler University



For Books! 





Behaviors

• A student’s  behavior isn’t about 
me.  They’re not doing this to me. 
It’s a symptom like a sneeze 
showing us a cold, a cut with a 
wound, or a scab showing us 
healing. This behavior is signaling 
that the nervous system is rough. 
Can we become curious? What is 
underneath this behavior? How 
may I serve you? 



Behavior is 
only a signal 
and 
symptom! 



Behavior is only a 
signal that our 

nervous systems 
are struggling! 



My Nervous System is the Intervention

• Maybe when we are activated by 
others, they might be pointing 
out our limiting beliefs about 
ourselves and the world that is 
being reflected  back to me?  

• Maybe when we are activated, 
this is our catalyst for growth & 
expression. 

• Settled adults have settled 
students.

• We need to do our own work.
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Awareness matters 

most! 

The state that we are in 

impacts who we are in 

the world and how we 

perceive the world.  



Awareness Matters
Why?  
• Getting Out in Front of Staff Behaviors

• Our inner dialogue and imagination can be 
the workshop where we create our future 
moments and reality! 

• When we become aware,  the unknown and  
unpredictability are lessened.

• We can anticipate and be prepared by 
creating an intention and  plan of action! 

• Your body hears everything your mind says. 



Touch Invites 
Presence

• Our skin is so tightly tied to emotion. 
When someone touches you, they 
are reaching right into your 
emotional brain. We come equipped 
with a neurobiological touch radar. 
(The Neuroception of touch.) 

• We read touch more accurately than 
we do facial expressions, as 
connection is an essential ingredient 
for our nervous systems.  - Amanda 
Blake



We broadcast 
our physiological states 

through our touch, faces 
and through the 

intonation of 
our voices. 



Co-
Regulation 

• Children and youth are able to 
use a steady adult nervous 
system as extensions of 
themselves. An emotionally 
attuned educator or caregiver 
also shapes the growth of the 
child’s or youth’s emotional 
systems. It is all about integration 



Co-Regulation 
What is this? 

• Can we begin to think about co-regulation as 
a discipline resource and practice? What a 
difference this could create when OUR 
mindsets shift? 





All learning, 
discipline, and 
attention is about 
getting to the 
Cortex! 



ANS

• There is growing scientific 
consensus that an effective 
body/ brain connection is also 
integral to executive functions.

• High interoceptive awareness 
has been found to correlate 
with mental and physical well-
being. 
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Developing Brain 
Brainstem- Ancient, Regulatory 

functions ( sweat , shiver, heart 
rate, digestion, etc.)  releasing 
hormones, survival and safety –
Regulation 

Limbic System- Love, Fear, 
Emotional part of the brain, 
Anxiety- develops early and 
quickly –Relational 

Cortex- Newest part, we share 
this region with primates and 
apes, and it holds our executive 
functions. – Reasoning 



Tight control of 
thoughts, 

emotions, and 
actions

Weak control of 
thoughts, 

emotions, and 
actions

The nervous system 
prioritizes survival, then 
emotion, then cognition. In 
that order!
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Feeling Safe and 
Feeling Connected



MY INNER EAR MUSCLE
STAPEDIUS MUSCLE! THIS 
IS AS TRUE FOR US AS IT IS 
FOR OUR CHILDREN AND 
YOUTH
• "Children who come from dangerous and 

toxic environments, often have delayed 
language and this can be the result of how 
our hearing changes when our nervous 
systems are in a threat and protect response. 
In a survival response, we do not hear the 
endings of words because the ear muscles are 
expanding and protecting us and so our 
ability to hear clear conversation, redirection, 
consequences, and the endings of words etc.  
is limited as we respond to the beginning of 
words and tones of voice!" 

• Dr. Stephen Porges
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The Social and Emotional Organ 
is the Body

 This is the neuroeducation of 
the nervous system.  

Both adult and youth shape 
one another’s experience. 



What is Trauma? (It is what 
happens inside of us. ) 

• Sensory Information is coming in too much, too fast, 
too soon, or too late, too little and  too long! 

• Our physiology is in a state of threat. 

• Trauma breaks apart coherent experiences! 

• There is a disconnection, a fracture of experiences

• Our experiences are fragmented. 
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Fragmented 
Implicit 
Memories! 



Trauma Logic 

• It is logical to not trust adults at school if every adult 
in your developing years has mistreated or neglected 
your biological needs. 

• It is logical to run from a space where you hear a loud 
noise or smells that are similar to the time of the 
traumatic event.  

• It is logical to yell, fight and defend yourself if your 
perceived survival is at stake. 

• It is logical to appease adults and say what you think 
they want to hear in hopes you will be left alone.  

• It is logical to numb yourself if your perceived anxiety 
is overwhelming! 
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The Amygdala
Part of the Limbic System
Processes all emotions



Neuroplasticity is a 
physical work out! 

• Contraction of muscles- 
produces proteins that make us 
resilient to stress and protect us 
from depression.

• We hold a pharmacy in our 
bodies! 

• Dr. Kelli McGonigal calls these 
“hope molecules.”  

• Walking, dancing, lifting weights, 
dancing, swimming, hiking and all 
physical activity contract 
muscles! 











Tracking



This is Discipline 

•Polyvagal Check-in Chart



ANS is Your Autonomic Nervous System
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FoAP ( The 4 
Ingredients) 
• We explain the why!
• These are always  a choice.
• We ask our students and staff for 

feedback.
• We gradually build on the length 

of time!  















Connect With Me

• To understand our neurobiology 
is to know the secret of life! 

• https://www.facebook.com/lori.l.
desautels

• Desautels_phd

• ldesaute@butler.edu

• www.revelationsineducation.co
m

• Desautels_phd – twitter

• Instagram – lori.Desautels

• Linked In- 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lori
-desautels-a5b65016/

• Who are YOU?" said the Caterpillar. 

• This was not an encouraging opening for a 
conversation. 

• Alice replied, rather shyly, 

• "I-I hardly know, sir, just at present - at least I 
know who I WAS when I got up this morning, but 
I think I must have been changed several times 
since then."

- Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll
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Thank you! 
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Under the 
Influence of 
Our Nervous 
System



Stress is Contagious 
• Stress is 'contagious' and 'shows on our skin'

• Dr Tara Swart says stress is contagious as it can leak from one person's 
sweat and affect others. She explains that this contagious stress could 
cause others to experience heightened levels of stress, impacting their 
overall mental and physical health.

• She warns it is important to be aware of our own stress levels and 
acknowledge the potential influence it can have on those in our vicinity. 
When asked by Steven Bartlett if stress is contagious, she replied: "Yes.“

• She added: "Cortisol is the main stress hormone and it will leak out of our 
sweat." She said it will 'leak out' several centimeters around us, and "go 
into the skin of everybody else and it's going to impact them."



Emotions Are 
Contagious

• Kids in stress create 
in adults their  
feelings and, if not 
trained, the adults will 
mirror their behavior.

• (Long & Fecser, 
2000)



© Revelations in Education 2022



Behavior 
Management 

Centers on the Adult 
Nervous System







The Things 
We Carry 

• Energy levels

• Values

• Emotional Triggers

• Biases 

• Beliefs 

• Strengths 

• Culture 

• Passions and Interests 



Survival Drive! 

• Most of us are dancing with the 
survival drive and it is powerful 
and geared to keep our physical 
organism alive- ensuring our 
safety. 

• It is slow to change and not 
interested in flexibility or 
changing! Therefore, we develop 
distortions of our survival drives. 
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Social 
Engagement

• I am …. 

• Others Are….

• The world is….  



Fight/ Flight



Shut Down / 
Immobilized



Checking In With Each of Our 
States

What candy are you in each of 

the autonomic states? 
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What snack are you in 

each of the autonomic 

states? 
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What Songs or lyrics 
represent each of your states? 
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Educator Nervous 
System State
• What is my ACE score?

• Am I Neurodivergent?

• How does my implicit bias 
impact my ability to 
provide co-regulation that 
is steadying,  helping our 
students access the 
cortex!

• @ Mindful-Leaders.org



What are the spaces signaling in 
your schools? 
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Building Resilient Adults: 
Do the adults feel heard, safe, and seen?



Time -In 
• "Time In"- Dan Seigel

• Interpersonal Neurobiology sees 
awareness as the gateway to change by 
how it affords the opportunity to channel 
energy and information flowing in more 
integrative ways Time In is a term 
signifying the practice of reflecting 
inwardly on sensations, images, feelings 
and thoughts. Time in practices include 
those that develop mindful awareness 
and neural integration.



Anchors ( Raise Our 
Window of Tolerance) 

• What people anchor you?
• Protective Figures-If there is danger, they help us 

feel protected. Examples might be caregivers, 
stuffed animals, teachers, parents, siblings, 
friends, therapists, or nature.

• Wisdom Figures- Inner being, spiritual figures, 
authors, nature, poets, what else?

• Nurturing Figures- ourselves, children, family, 
friends, spiritual, nature, animals, therapists, 
ancestors, heroes, what else?

• What places anchor you?

• What times, days of the week, or months and seasons 
anchor you?

• What things/ practices, experiences, conditions or 
objects or even a texture that anchors you?



Anchor Bar



Miserly Brain –Rooted in 
Our Evolution as a 
Species

• The brain is like a homebody, as 
it is set in its ways constantly 
blocking new stimuli and 
filtering out most of our 
experiences. 

• It often resists new experiences 
that might force it to alter its 
complex circuitry.



Why Do We Experience Fear? 
• The brain is designed to be very conscientious about 

its energy use, as it can be an energy guzzler! 

• Fear is the brain’s way of guarding against the 
novelty of experiencing new ways of being, habits, 
experiences and as it protects our old circuity that 
may not serve us today as it did in the past!  Our 
Lower brain regions are so difficult to change! 

• This is why visualization is so important! 
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