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Intentions ( goals) for this hour

• To explore how to “grow better people” based 
on the new (neuro) sciences.



We used to think everything in the universe could be 
known better by separating it, objectifying, evaluating 
it –in isolation. We built whole organizations around 

this view-health care, education, business…

We saw ourselves and others as individual units and 
that all ability and agency was our choice to cultivate 

and deliver. If we failed at it, the failure was ours alone.



This world view was largely based 
on scientific materialism which has 

dominated our thinking for 500 
years. 

This dominant view is now 
changing…



2 New Sciences are 
changing everything

• Quantum Physics :   

• We now know everything in the universe is in relationship to/with 
everything else in the universe…we are connected, we are one. 

• “I am a part of all that I have met” Ulysses, Alfred, Lord Tennyson.
• View Stephen Hawkins : A Brief History of Time

• New Neurosciences : “What is fired is wired”.

• Experience lays down new neuropathways or deepens old ones.  

• How do we lay down neuropathways which reinforces calm abiding, health 
and wellness, resiliency and  impacts on our health and the health of 
others?



Why the Change?

• In the 1990’s science began to map the brain .  

• Unexpectedly, as we mapped out the brain, 
we discovered the mind. 

• An epic shift began…



How the new neurosciences  
changed how we see the brain.

• We used to see the brain as a block of cement ( enskulled brain).

• It was believed that the brain you were born with, was what you must 
live with, until you die. From conception to death, it was believed that the 
brain was a closed and limited system with a set capacity that you 
depleted over a lifetime.

• eg. Science noticed that brain cells were constantly dying. 
• Science  did not notice that brain cells were constantly being produced. 

(Brain cells are being created right up to the time of our death).

• Science focused on deficit rather than potential, the problem not a 
possibility.



How the new neurosciences  
changed how we see the brain

• Evidence based science now suggests  that the brain ( mind-
body) responds and  changes based on experience. Our brains 
can continually change and develop in response to our thoughts, 
feelings and perceptions (experience).

• What we discovered in the decade of the brain was that the 
brain is less like a block of cement, is more like  plastic which 
shapes itself, based on experience.  This is known as 
neuroplasticity.

The Brain that Changes Itself , Doidge



How the new neurosciences  
changed how we see the brain

• We used to see the child born as having a blank 
slated brain and it was for us to influence this 
brain ( nurture).

• We now know that stress and trauma ( and 
perhaps happiness) touches us, inutero, getting 
into our genes and our DNA. ( Sonya Lupien). 

• This suggests even in utero we are connected 
through relationships…our past and our future.



How the new neurosciences  
changed how we see the brain

• We also used to believe that to optimally 
impact on that blank slated brain of a child, 
one needed to be a great parent in the first 5 
years of parenting, so as to ensure a secure 
attachment-which set you up positively for the 
rest of life. Those without secure attachments 
would be more challenged in life 
educationally, occupationally and socially.    

Dan Siegel            



How the new neurosciences  
changed how we see the brain

• We now know secure attachments can be 
cultivated any time in one’s life through a variety 
of consistent relational experiences and brain 
exercises.

(Dan Siegel)

• What we now know is that we can change our 
brain….anytime.

• If we change our brain, we will change our 
minds. (Dr Richie Davidson) 



The 4 S’s of health , wellness and 
enhanced survivorship

• Relationships in which one is seen, safe, soothed 
and secure can help establish secure attachment.

• The secular practice of mindfulness meditation 
can cultivate secure attachments. This can be 
done any time in life and this can lead to 
enhanced wellness , health and survivorship. It is 
a form of re-parenting ourselves.

Dan Siegel



Mini-Brain Exercise :1

• Meditation on a difficult peer or 
student….generate kindness not complaint 
and send it to him or her.

• “What is fired is wired”.



Mini Brain Exercise : 2
Enskulled Brain or Embodied Mind

3 brains or centers of knowing

• Enskulled Brain
• Heart
• Gut reaction

• The goal is integration of all three….

Dan Siegel



Scientific Materialism  and How We 
Came to Love Problem Based Thinking
• Why are we : 

velcro for problems,
teflon for solutions ?

It is likely how we survived as a species.     
Our amygdalas alert us to danger…like       
smoke detectors in our brain. If they are 

constantly fired….perceptions of danger and fear 
is what gets wired in us.



Twilight of one world view

• Our ancestors survived by knowing where the 
predators were on the pathways of life and 
how to deal with them.

Largely, we have seen our world one way for 
over 500 years. Science has informed us of 
what we know, how we see, and who we are. 
Now science is saying: we did not have it quite 
right….or we now know something  different… 



Machine or mechanistic view of the 
brain

• 500 years of Scientific Materialism ( 
objectification, reductionism, functionalism, 
quantification, performance ( doing rather than 
being), problem based thinking, evaluation and 
measurement).

• 100-200 years of Industrial Revolution ( we 
invented ourselves in the image of machines).

• 60 years of Information Technology ( computers).

• These 3 epochs or epistemes constructed how we 
see the world and how we have trained our brain.



We did not pay attention to how this 
way of doing impacted on our being , 
our brains, our stress levels, on us as 

persons and our humanity!



In a problem based world, 
“Worry is a prayer for what 

we don’t want”.
( author unknown)



A burgeoning world view based on 
relationships with everything!

• Now, with so much stress in our organizational systems, we realize 
we need to reinvent ourselves and the systems we live and work in. 

• With the new sciences ( quantum and neuroscience)  we now know 
more about how our brains work, and how those brains interact 
with other brains. There are no single brains amongst us! 

• We need skills other than quick fear based reactivity, to survive and 
thrive- such as S/E Q, attentional skills, focus, attachment etc. 

(Siegel, Goelman)



If worry is a prayer…for what we don’t 
want…then how do we work from less 

worry and less stress…and cultivate 
our optimal brain, mind, self and 

world?



We used to think that the primary 
purpose of the  brain was to be : 

• a computer that runs the body.

• a machine that keeps us functioning.

• a resource that stores information.

• a tool to navigate the world.

• A contained organ with limited ability.



We are shifting from the 
metaphor of a machine driven 
brain to the social brain…..

“The primary purpose of the 
brain  is to socialize!” 

Dr Tim Crow 
(Psychiatrist, Oxford)  



How do we cultivate the mind and 
society we wish to realize?

There is more right with us than is wrong with 
us.                       

Jon Kabat-Zinn



The Data Driven Brain 

• Place a child/person in an environment that 
largely focuses on data driven information and 
the child/person will feel as if their   “brain is 
in a cage”.

• Google Goldie Hawn and Dr Dan Siegel , TEDMED 2009-You 
Tube , www.youtube.com/watch?v+10dBXGHwNCk



Brain in a Cage

The Old 3 R’s

• Reading

• Writing

• ‘rithmatic

• Dan Siegel, TedMed 2009

The New 3 R’s

• Relationship

• Reflection

• Resiliency



The new neurosciences : relationship, 
relationship, relationship!

• The new 3 R’s (relationship, reflection, 
resiliency)  are the implicit curriculum.

• The new 3 R’s are a human resource that can 
be integrated into every minute of our days 
through relationship with ourselves and 
others.



Cultivating Minds and Society

• Brain Hygiene ( Dr Dan Siegel).

• Brain Physio ( Dr Richie Davidson).



Brain Hygiene

• How many people brushed their teeth today 
before they came to this meeting?

• Brain hygiene as a public health initiative. 

Dr Dan Siegel



Brain Physio

• The 10 lb weight that is constantly lifted by 
the dominant arm and hand…..can make the 
dominant arm more dominant, stronger, 
determining. 

• It can also make the less dominant arm and 
hand look and act as “lesser”, even if it is fit in 
its own way.                                 

Dr Richard Davidson



The trauma driven brain

• Those who come from a history of neglect, 
abuse, trauma, harm, poverty are” wired and 
fired” to anticipate the worst.

• They see snakes not sticks as they walk in the 
woods or on cemented streets.  We can 
change that reaction in them…through brain 
exercise and relationships.



Cultivating Mind

• How we exercise our brains creates mind. Mind 
creates US, and Mind also creates our world view 
and a moral compass of compassion and altruism 
.

( Chris Germer, Thumten Jinpa, Kristen Neff, Paul 
Gilbert, Tania Singer, Matthieu Ricard).

• Families, schools and communities cultivate mind 
for society. We have been only part of our brain 
and we have been cultivating the stressed mind.



Consider One Change 
Set the Intention  

Bring that Change into your Life… 

• Just One Thing….
Hard Wired for Happiness, Rick Hanson



Just One Thing….to bring change…

• Start small 
with a 3 minute meditation –often. 



Repeat the 3 minute centering 
meditation…repeat, repeat, repeat…

• We used to think results of meditation were 
dependent on  how long you meditated, but 
now we know it can also be achieved by  how 
often you repeat the practice.

Repeat, repeat, repeat! 

Suggestion : Use every doorway/threshold as a 
reminder to pause and breath.



Mindfulness, Mindfulness Meditation 
is one thing you can practice in order 

to impact on your own health and 
wellness –as brain exercises. 

M,MM helps cultivate self –awareness, 
monitor and modify the stress 

response, self –regulate and co-
regulate others, creating a world of 

M/WE.



Mindfulness Meditation practices = 
brain hygiene, brain physio

• Meditation are “practices that self-regulate 
the body and mind, thereby affecting mental 
events by engaging a specific attentional set.”

Kabat-Zinn, (1990). Cahn and Polich (2006, p. 180)  



Creating Mind through Mindfulness Meditation
what it means for our health and wellness

• Enhanced immune system 
function

• Reduced blood pressure

• Reduced stress cortisol

• Increases activation of left 
frontal regions, which lifts 
mood

• Enhances attention, 
empathy and compassion 
(Hanson 2009)

• Improved psychological 
well-being

• Enhanced Cognitive 
Functioning

• Mindfulness-based 
interventions (MBIs) used for 
clinical disorders: anxiety, 
depression, substance 
misuse, disordered eating 
patterns, chronic pain, etc.

• MBIs for attentional skills 
and executive function 

• Contemplative education

• M, MM  reduces sick days  
considerably (Barrett)



Why Meditate?

• Teaching mindfulness to children before and 
reminding them of the practice through
challenging times can give them the tools, 
capacity and awareness to survive and thrive.

• It works for US as well! 

• It is good for ALL of us.



Why meditate?
Benefits for Students ( Meta Study)

• Increased ability to Pay Attention 
(Meiklejohn et al, 2012 meta-study; Black & Fernando, 
2013).—

• Improved Academic Performance
(Meiklejohn et al, 2012; Schonert-Reichl et al, 2015; meta-
study, Mrazek et al, 2012, Kuyken et al, 2013).—

• Social and Emotional Learning and improved Positive Social 
Behavior
(Meiklejohn et al, 2012 meta-study, Schonert-Reichl, 2015). 



Why meditate?
Benefits for Students

• Increased Classroom Engagement and Respect 
for Others (Black & Fernando, 2013).—

• Improved Emotional Regulation

(Meiklejohn et al, 2012 meta-study).—

• Improved Mood and Self-Esteem

(Meiklejohn et al, 2012 meta-study).



Why meditate?
Benefits for Students

• Reduced Anxiety, Stress, and Fatigue

Meiklejohn et al, 2012 meta-study, Kuyken et al, 
2013.

• Decreased Aggressive Behavior 

Schonert-Reichb l et al, 2015.

• Less Hyperactive Behavior, ADHD symptoms, and 
Inattentiveness in at-risk elementary students.

Klatta et al, 2013.



Why meditate?
Benefits for Students

Improved Well-Being 
Kuyken et al, 2013.



Why Meditate?

-Mindfulness and Mindfulness  Meditation practices (M, MM) can be 
used  to cultivate and promote well-being.

-M,MM practices can be used preventively and interventively as a 
strategy with individuals, groups and in systems ( schools).

-M,MM develops “attentional skills” which can be a foundational tool 
in educational and occupational success.

- Attentional skills promote social and emotional intelligence which
Harvard’s Business School suggests will be the #1 skill for
occupational success in the next century. (Harvard Business Review)



Being Mindful about M,MM

• We are hearing….that integrating more 
curriculum into an already chock full day of 
teaching will likely lead to increased stress and 
not enhance well being of teachers, students or 
school system ( Chaban).

• How do we find a way to support the teachers,  
principals, superintendents and support staff 
without increasing their stress/suffering-because 
that stress will be contagious for all-including 
students?



How do we cultivate well being, 
health and resiliency?

brain exercises =brain hygiene=      
^ health and wellness ^ resiliency.



Integrated Model of Mindfulness, 
Mindfulness Meditation : Just breath

• You can draw upon it 24/7.

• You can cultivate it 24/7.

• You will fail. 

• Failure will bring your attention back to the 
intention of M,MM and you can have a second 
response.



Integrating mindfulness and 
mindfulness meditation into all that 
we are….mindful speaking, mindful 
listening, mindful presence, mindful 

walking…



Integrated Model

• It is the repeated bringing back of the 
attention to intention that is the practice of 
M,MM and helps in the development of S/E Q.

• The development of attentional skills as a first 
step, begins the practice and rewires the brain 
to create mind.



M,MM and attentional training

• “The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a 
wandering attention, over and over again, is 
the very root of judgment, character, and will.

• An education which should improve this 
faculty [of attention] would be the education 
par excellence.”

William James ( father of American Psychiatry) .



AMM-MIND Mindfulness tenants

• Connect rather than correct

• Respond rather than react

• Attitudes of Gratitude

• Brain Train, rather than Brain drain



With Sincere Gratitude for your attention
Michele Chaban

MSW,RSW,( Social work),
PhD.( theology and ethics in end of life care) 

Founder and Former director 
michele.chaban@utoronto.ca

Michael Apollo 
Director of AMM-MIND

michael.apollo@utoronto.ca



Integrating Mindfulness and 
Compassion Into Society 

A Mindful Society Conference, 

Toronto, University of Toronto,

May 13-15, 2016. 

http://amindfulsociety.org.


