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The Science of Learning and 
Development



Every Student 
has the 

Potential to 
Learn and 

Thrive at Every 
Stage of 
Learning

• Neuroplasticity” Our brains remain 
malleable and are constantly developing 
in response to  experiences and 
opportunities we offer them

• Epigenetics trumps genetics, with 
experience as the driver

• The brain is also resilient
• It can be trained, throughout life, to 

create new neural pathways even when 
some areas have been damaged



Context 
matters

Experiences, relationships, 
and environments—deeply 
shape how children learn 
and develop

Relationships within 
contexts are the key driver



Individuality

• Each child learns and develops 
along pathways that are unique 
based on the interaction between 
their biological and neurological 
make-up and their environment

• Intersectionality 
• Variation is the norm, not the 

exception



Integration

• The interconnectivity of social, 
emotional, and cognitive 
development

• Complex dynamic feedback loop 
between the
brain, mind and body



Social Support

The importance of adults:
o Being committed to all students 
o Being strengths bases and culturally 

humble
o Receiving support to develop the 

capacity to:
• attune 
• buffer stress
• provide instrumental and emotional 

support
• be  culturally responsive & build upon 

student funds of knowledge



Stress Matters: More Oxytocin, Less 
Cortisol



Resilience and 
Thriving are 

Possible 

• Adaptable, caring, and supportive 
relationship with an adult

• A sense of mastery over life 
circumstances

• Self-regulation skills
• Affirming faith or cultural traditions
• Safe and supportive environments 

(schools and communities)



Motivation 
and Meaning 

Making 
Matters

• Motivation, Identity formation, agency, 
and meaning making drive and 
moderate change and development



The Big 
Picture

Whole People Supporting 
Whole Children 

Developmental Systems 
where:
• Emergence and co-influence are 

the dynamic processes
• They are situated in and embody 

socio-historical –cultural contexts



Robust Equity



Higher Bar
Broader 
Array of 
Domains

Domain 
Richness

Universality



Conceptualizing 
Thriving

Multi-dimensional
• physical 
• emotional
• psychological
• cognitive 
• spiritual/aesthetic 
• Economic

Dynamic & Holistic

Collective as well as Individual

In the moment and over time



Expanding How 
We Think 
About Thriving

Wellbeing-subjective & 
objective

Possible in the face of 
adversities - “flourishing”

Expanded definition of 
developmental assets



Robust Equity 
Example: 
Domain Richness in 
Academic 
Experiences & 
Opportunities

Joy & Love

Wonder & Awe

Creativity

Art and Aesthetic Expression

Deeper Learning

Critical Thinking

Individual and Collective Metacognition



Robust Equity 
Example: 
Developmentally Rich 
Settings 

Transformative Social and Emotional 
Competencies

Identity Development 

Grounding; Spirituality; Sense of meaning 

Purpose & Civic Engagement 

Culturally Responsive 

Hope  & Optimism



SAFETY
Physically

Emotionally & socially 
Intellectually 

In terms of identity & culture 

CONNECTEDNESS
Meaningful connection to adults

Belonging
Positive peer relationships

CHALLENGE & SUPPORT
High expectations & Support
Strong personal motivation

Student knowledge leveraged
Engaging and culturally responsive

academic opportunities

Peers & teachers are
SOCIALLY CAPABLE
Emotionally intelligent & 

culturally competent
Responsible & persistent

Growth Mindsets
Intra- and interpersonal skills

Social Emotional Conditions for 
Learning & Thriving, 


